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1. Someone Very Special 


ROBIN KANE, Sitting cross-legged on the window seat 
in her bedroom, was struggling to sew a hem in 
the new curtains she and her mother were making. 
The thimble which Mrs. Kane had urged her to 
wear stuck up uselessly on the end of her middle 
finger as she pushed the needle through the cloth 
with the bare tip of her ring finger. 

“How can I ever learn to sew as fast as you, 
Mom?” she asked, brushing the short brown curls 
from her forehead with the back of her hand. 
“You make it look so easy!” 

‘Remember, dear, I’ve had a lot more practice 
than you,” her mother answered with a smile. 
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“What with upping and downing your dress hems, 
and Amy’s, and trying to keep your brother Kevin’s 
trousers and sleeves the right length, I’ve done 
miles of hemming. Just take it slowly and you'll 
find it gets easier all the time.” 

Robin watched as her mother deftly picked up 
bits of the sheer material, her thimble making 
little metallic clicks against the needle. 

“TI doubt it,” Robin sighed. ‘“‘I guess I’m just 
not the domestic type. I’d much rather be horse- 
back riding up in the hills on Nugget, or—” 

Her meditations were cut short by the shrill 
ringing of the phone in the hall. Leaving her sew- 
ing in a heap on the floor, she dashed out to 
answer it. 

‘This is the Kane residence,” Robin said in what 
she hoped sounded like an English accent. 

“The what?’ the voice at the other end laughed. 
“Robin, what are you up to? I’d know your voice 
anywhere!” 

It was Mindy—Robin’s dearest friend, Melinda 
Hunter—whose father, an eminent movie director- 
producer, was wealthy enough to employ not only 
an English maid but several other servants and 
gardeners to care for his lavish seaside estate. 

*‘Oh, I was just trying to give the Kane residence 
a little class,” Robin chuckled. “I guessed it would 
be you calling.” 


THE CANDLE SHOP MYSTERY 9 


‘Don’t you dare change a thing about your 
home!” Mindy exclaimed. “‘I’d give up every ser- 
vant we have if our house would feel as homey and 
wonderful as yours, and you know it, Robin Kane!” 

“I know how you feel, Mindy,” Robin replied 
contritely. “I was just joking.” 

Robin waited a few seconds to give her friend a 
chance to cool off. She realized how much Mindy 
depended on the warmth and hospitality of the 
Kane household to fill the gap left when her own 
mother had died. That was two years ago, but 
Mindy still felt the loss keenly. 

“‘What’s new?” Robin finally asked. “Something 
must have happened. I expected you to call hours 
ago.” 

It was the first day of their Christmas vacation 
from the Pacific Point Junior-Senior High School. 
Although they were in different homerooms, they 
managed to see each other before and after classes 
when school was in session. During vacation they 
had to depend on the phone to exchange news and 
confidences. 

“You'll never guess in a thousand years!” Mindy 
replied. ““You remember Manuela talking about 
those old friends of hers who live in Los Angeles? 
Well, Pilar, their daughter, came up this morning 
to visit. Manuela kept it a secret to surprise us. 
She’s just our age and she’s wonderful!” 
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“‘How simply great!” Robin cried, settling her- 
self on the floor. “This vacation may not be as dull 
as we expected after all. I’m dying to meet her!” 

“You’re going to! Come for dinner tonight and 
bring Kevin. We'll pick you up a little after five. 
Okay?” 

“Tl say it’s okay,” Robin echoed Mindy’s ques- 
tion. “Dress up?” 

“Well. .”’ Mindy hesitated. “I know getting 
dressed up isn’t your long suit, so nothing fancy.” 

“[ll make a big effort for Pilar’s sake,’ Robin 
conceded. ‘You won’t know me. See you later, 
and thanks for the invitation.” 


““Oh, Mom! Guess what?” Robin cried as she 
returned to her room. ‘“‘Pilar’s visiting at Mindy’s 
house and Kevin and I are invited for dinner 
and. ei 

Robin ducked into the closet and started rum- 
maging through her assortment of clothes, her sew- 
ing forgotten. She emerged presently, holding up a 
pale blue dress in front of her. 

**How’s this?”’ she asked, her head cocked as 
she studied herself in the mirror of her dressing 
table. 

‘This Pilar must be someone very important to 
get you into a dress during vacation,” Mrs. Kane 
commented. She pushed her horn-rimmed glasses 
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up on top of her head and laid aside her work. 
“Tell me all about it, dear.” 

‘Well, Pilar’s family lives in Los Angeles, and 
they’re old, old friends of Manuela’s,” Robin be- 
gan. “I think they knew each other when Manuela 
lived down on Rancho Lucia.” 

Dofa Manuela Avila, the last member of an 
aristocratic Spanish family, had once owned an 
extensive ranch some twenty miles south of Pacific 
Point. A succession of crop failures and other dif- 
ficulties had finally forced her to sell her beloved 
Rancho Lucia. Her sorrow at parting with it was 
somewhat tempered, however, when Mindy’s fa- 
ther offered to buy it as a vacation place for his 
children and their friends. Manuela had taken an 
immediate liking to the Hunters—serious, freckle- 
faced Michael, two years older than his sister 
Mindy, and tall, handsome Mr. Hunter. Manuela’s 
natural intuition about people had quickly led her 
to understand the problems the death of Mrs. 
Hunter posed. Mr. Hunter, trying to forget his 
grief in the fast pace of his work, was frequently 
away from home. This meant that Michael was 
forced to assume much more responsibility than a 
boy of his age should have to bear, and Mindy was 
already showing signs of being spoiled by her fa- 
ther’s tendency to overindulge her. 

When Mr. Hunter proposed that Manuela come to 
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Pacific Point as their housekeeper, she unhesitat- 
ingly agreed. She had done much to make a 
pleasant home for the Hunters and was always 
planning ways to entertain the young people. 

“I’ve seen snapshots of Pilar,” Robin continued, 
“and she’s awfully—I mean, very—pretty. She’s 
about the same age as Mindy and me.”’ 

**Mindy and /,”’ Mrs. Hunter gently corrected her. 
“Anyway, it all sounds like great fun, and I think 
that dress is perfect. It makes your eyes look bluer 
than ever.” 

Robin peered once more into the mirror, this 
time taking a close look at her face. 

“If only I didn’t have these awful freckles,”’ she 
moaned. “I swear there are three more than there 
were two days ago!” 

Mrs. Kane stifled a laugh, knowing her daughter 
was very sensitive about the sprinkling of freckles 
on her nose which other people found attractive. 

“I know how you feel, dear,” Mrs. Kane said. 
“I had freckles when I was your age and hated 
them. Now, when I see how really pretty you are, 
I wonder why I ever worried about them.” 

*“Oh, Mom, you’re a darling!” Robin cried, giv- 
ing her mother an impulsive hug. ““Now I’ve got 
to hurry and get ready. May I finish the curtains 
tomorrow?” 

“Yes, I promise to leave them for you, knowing 
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how much you enjoy sewing,”’ Mrs. Kane teased. 

“If Kevin comes home while I’m in the shower, 
tell him about dinner,” Robin said. “We're being 
picked up around five.” 

“He should be back any time now,” Mrs. Kane 
said as she glanced at her wristwatch. “He left 
early this morning to hunt for a specimen of some 
rock he wants. If his collection gets much bigger, 
I’m afraid we'll be forced to build a new wing on 
the house!” 


Just as the clock in the hall chimed five, Robin 
heard the familiar sound of Michael’s station wag- 
on in the driveway. Running out, she stopped at 
the door to Kevin’s room. 

“Are you ready, Kev?’ she called out. “I’ve 
never known you to take this long to get dressed.” 

“I’m all set,” he answered as he joined her. He 
made a last-minute adjustment of his necktie and 
patted his thick dark hair into place. 

“IT must say you look right handsome, Mr. 
Kane,” Robin commented. 

She was proud of her good-looking, athletic 
brother, and he of her, but it was not often that 
they expressed their mutual admiration. 

““You don’t look too bad yourself, Sis,” Kevin 
replied, giving her a pat on the shoulder. “I hope 
this Pilar appreciates our efforts.” 
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As they went out the door they were greeted by 
sounds of laughter from the Heap. Michael’s car 
had been christened the Heap when he had first 
bought the broken-down old machine. Hours of 
patient work had restored the engine to good work- 
ing order, and a coat of paint had brightened the 
exterior. The inside, however, still left something 
to be desired. The upholstery was torn and the 
floor covering worn through to the floorboards, 
but no one complained. The Heap had carried 
Mindy, Michael, and their friends on many a hap- 
py outing to the beach, the mountains, and Rancho 
Lucia. 

Michael was already out of the car waiting to 
introduce Robin and Kevin to Pilar, who was sitting 
with Mindy in the backseat. Robin let out a little 
gasp at first sight of the girl. True, she had known 
from the snapshots that she was exceptionally 
pretty, but she was not prepared for Pilar’s daz- 
zling beauty. Like Manuela, she had all the best 
characteristics of the Spanish aristocracy, the 
smooth, slightly olive skin, lustrous black hair, and 
flashing, long-lashed eyes. 

“I’m so glad to meet you both,” she said warm- 
ly. “Mindy and Michael have already told me you 
two are their best friends. What a charming place 
this is!” 

Pilar clapped her hands in delight as she looked 
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around the brick-paved patio where comfortable 
redwood chairs and benches seemed to invite one 
to relax around the swimming pool. Mexican tin 
lanterns were hung along the vine-covered walls 
and a portable barbecue stood ready for the many 
outdoor meals the Kanes enjoyed. 

“It is charming, isn’t it?’’ Mindy said. “‘And the 
wonderful part is that they built the pool and 
most of the furniture themselves. I'll have to drop 
some hints and get us invited for a cookout. You 
should taste Mrs. Kane’s hamburgers! They’re the 
greatest!” 

‘“‘“Mindy really does love this place,” Robin 
thought to herself. Then aloud she said, ‘“‘No hints 
necessary! Mom will welcome you all anytime, 
and Dad loves an excuse to fire up the old char- 
coal and play chef.” 

By now everyone had piled into the station 
wagon, and Michael deftly headed the car back 
the few miles to the seacoast and the Hunter 
estate. 

Despite the many times Robin had visited Mindy, 
she never drove up the circular drive to the stately 
pillared house without being awed by its grandeur. 
It was modern in design, but the architecture 
showed a definite Spanish influence, especially in 
the intricate ironwork doors which opened into a 
broad tiled hall. Manuela was waiting for them just 
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inside and as usual had a cordial welcome for the 
two Kanes. 

“Que hermosa! How beautiful you look!” she 
cried as she held Robin at arms’ length. “You 
should wear blue more often, my dear!”’ 

““Manuela’s right,’ Michael said. “Blue’s your 
color, for sure.” 

Robin felt her cheeks flush at this unexpected 
compliment and quickly tried to divert attention 
from herself by remarking on the lovely flowers 
Manuela had arranged on the credenza. 

‘“You are sweet to notice them,’ Manuela said, 
“and now, why don’t you go out on the terrace 
until dinner is served? I shall have some fruit juice 
and canapés brought out for you, en seguida!”’ 

The little group strolled through the large dining 
room where the long mahogany table was already 
set for dinner, and onto the terrace beyond. White 
iron tables and chairs, gaily cushioned with floral 
material, were arranged in groups under the 
striped awning. Wide stone steps led down to an 
enormous, tear-shaped swimming pool around 
which were more chairs and chaise lounges. Before 
Manuela had come to the Hunters’, this pool was 
seldom used, Mindy and Michael much preferring 
the easy hospitality of the Kanes’ patio. Recently, 
however, and with some frequency, there were 
happy parties here, too. 
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“Tell us about Los Angeles,’ Robin said, sitting 
down next to Pilar. “I haven’t been there since I 
was a little girl, and all I remember is a wonderful 
drive-in where they served Susie-Q potatoes and 
the most divine cake and ice-cream concoction— 
all drowned in hot fudge sauce.” 

Pilar laughed. “I know that place! It’s out on the 
Strip and absolutely fatal to your figure. You don’t 
remember Olvera Street?” 

“I do,” Michael piped up. “It’s the main street 
in the oldest part of Los Angeles, isn’t it?” 

“That’s right!” Pilar replied, her black eyes 
shining. “It was once the center of the pueblo or 
village of Los Angeles.’ She threw up her hands in 
an expressive gesture. ““And now look at it! The 
Mission Church, the Plaza, the whole of Olvera 
Street almost smothered by the high buildings that 
have grown up around it.” 

“Do you live there?” Kevin asked. ““That must 
be keen!” 

““Oh, it is, it is!’ Pilar exclaimed. “There is quite 
a large Spanish-speaking community, and we al- 
ways have tourists coming to see the sights and 
visit our shops.” 

Their conversation was interrupted at this point 
by a maid, immaculate in a light gray uniform 
and a stiffly starched little apron, who came out to 
pass the fruit punch and a tray of appetizers. As 
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soon as everyone had been served, Robin, who was 
fairly bursting with questions, turned again to 
Pilar. She started to ask her something, then 
stopped. 

“‘What were you going to say?” Pilar asked. 

Robin, her cheeks coloring slightly, said, “‘I was 
going to ‘ask what kind of shop your family had, 
but then I was afraid I was being too inquisitive.” 

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Pilar laughed, putting her 
hand on Robin’s arm. “You'll soon find out that I 
love to talk about Olvera Street and my family. 
Ask Manuela—she’ll tell you I become a bore on 
the subject. My father owns a little café, the 
El Charro. But enough about me. I want to know 
more about your family.” 

“About us?’’ Robin asked in surprise. ‘Well, 
let’s see. First, there’s Dad who draws a comic 
strip called the ‘Family Scene’ for one of the 
newspaper syndicates—it’s supposed to be all about 
us! Then there’s Mom. Her hobby is carving drift- 
wood figures and gardening. Our sister Amy— 
she’s ten—tries her best to do everything Kevin and 
I do. She’s sweet! As a matter of fact we call her 
‘Sugar.’ Now about Kev. Can’t you tell by just 
looking at him that he’s good at sports? His hobby 
is collecting rocks and things he calls ‘artifacts.’ 
Then there’s Tramp and Tig, our dog and cat, and 
that’s the Kane family!” 
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“‘Now, Robin, you haven’t said one thing about 
yourself,” Mindy chided her friend. 

Although Mindy sometimes envied Robin’s su- 
periority at sports or got impatient at her friend’s 
impulsiveness, she had real admiration for her and 
always defended her fiercely against any criticism: 

“T’ll have to blow Robin’s horn for her,” she 
laughed. ‘“‘She’d never admit she has any talents.” 

““You’re right!’ Michael chimed in. “Tell Pilar 
how Robin caught the Phantom, Mindy.” 

“The Phantom!” Pilar gasped, pressing her 
fingers to her mouth. ‘“‘Ooooh! That sounds spooky!”’ 

Pilar listened wide-eyed as Mindy recounted the 
tuse by which Robin trapped the Phantom, and 
then Michael went on to tell about the exciting 
chase that brought the famous cattle thief, El Gato, 
to justice. 

‘*‘And that’s not all!’ Kevin said, ready to go on 
listing his sister’s accomplishments, but the an- 
nouncement that dinner was served interrupted 
him and brought the little group back to reality. 

As they started to go into the dining room, 
Pilar, a serious expression clouding her face, hesi- 
tated and put a detaining hand on Robin’s arm. 

“I just wonder,”’ she said, “if maybe you could 
help solve the mystery in the old candle shop.” 


2 e Invitation to a Mystery 


RoBIN’S HEART skipped a beat when she heard 
Pilar’s question, but she managed to repress her 
excitement until everyone was seated. Manuela, in 
an off-the-shoulder black dinner dress, was stand- 
ing by the chair at the foot of the table waiting for 
them. Michael stepped up quickly to pull out her 
chair for her, and Kevin did the same for Pilar. 
Robin noticed that the place at the head of the 
table had been set but was unoccupied. Mr. Hunt- 
er undoubtedly had planned to come home but, as 
so often happened, had been delayed. Neither 
Mindy nor Michael had commented on his absence, 
so Robin said nothing. She observed, however, that 
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Mindy was quieter than usual. 

“‘She’d probably counted on her father’s being 
here,’ Robin thought. “Another disappointment!” 

A chilled seafood cocktail in a delicate stemmed 
glass was at each place. Pilar’s face lighted up as 
she took a taste of it. 

“Oh, Manuela, this is so good!’’ she exclaimed. 
“We never have it at El Charro—only Mexican 
food.” 

“T thought you would like a change,” Manuela 
said, “so I planned for tonight a special American 
dinner. You shall see!” 

There was a lull in the conversation as they 
savored. the delicious shrimp and lobster, and 
Robin was quick to take advantage of it. She was 
sitting opposite Pilar, who was at Manuela’s right. 

‘“‘Pilar, please tell me more about the candle 
factory you mentioned just before dinner.” 

Robin’s question brought a tinkling laugh from 
Pilar. 

““Not a factory,” she explained. “Just a small 
shop where the Lodatos make hand-dipped candles 
to sell to the tourists.” 

“The Lodatos!”” Manuela exclaimed, putting down 
her fork and leaning toward Pilar. “‘What hap- 
pened to Sefor Garcia and his wife? They have 
run the candle shop for I don’t know how many 
years! Ever since I first visited your family.” 
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‘“You mean Mama didn’t write you about that?” 
Pilar’s voice showed her obvious surprise. ““Why, 
Senora Garcia died well over a year ago.” 

Manuela gave a little gasp and pressed her fin- 
gers to her lips as she asked, “And the sefor?”’ 

‘‘Well, you know how old he is,”’ Pilar replied, 
“and last Christmas Eve after he had led the 
candlelight procession in the Plaza, he had a slight 
heart attack. The doctor said he must give up the 
shop and take it easy.” 

**So?”? Manuela asked, her dark eyes somber. 
“He sold the shop?” 

“Well,” Pilar replied, ‘‘he didn’t actually sell it, 
but he had to get someone to run it for him.” 
Then, turning to Robin, she added, “‘And that was 
the beginning of the mystery.” 

*“*A mystery!’ Mindy, Michael, and Kevin shouted 
in one voice. 

“Yes,” Robin cried, “she said a mystery, and I 
can’t wait to hear about it. Go on, Pilar!” 

Pilar waited only long enough for the maid to 
remove the first course and serve the roast beef 
and pan-browned potatoes before she continued. 

“Well, as I was saying, after Sefior Garcia’s 
collapse he decided to try to find someone to take 
over the shop. But there didn’t seem to be anyone 
along Olvera Street who was interested—everyone 
had his own business already. So he ran an ad 
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in the Los Angeles Times and after several days 
the Lodatos came to see him.” 

“What are they like?” Manuela asked with a 
touch of acerbity in her voice. 

“They’re a darling family!’ Pilar replied. ‘“That 
is, until. .’ Her voice dropped and a frown 
puckered her forehead. “Something happened to 
them after they started working in the shop.” 

‘‘What? What?” Manuela urged. ‘“‘Go on, child!” 

**At first they were so eager about learning to 
make the candles. Sefior Garcia taught them, 
and soon they knew how to color the wax and how 
to put in just the right amount of fragrance to give 
the different scents to the candles. Ramon, that’s 
their son, was really good!” 

Pilar paused to take a bite of meat before going 
on with her story. 

“Then everything seemed to change. Senor 
Garcia—he still lives over the shop—began to hear 
strange noises at night, and people going in and 
out at odd hours. One day, without warning, the 
Lodatos closed off the back room where the 
candles were made and told him they no longer 
needed his help. They made it look as though they 
were concerned about Senor Garcia’s working too 
hard, but he felt there were other reasons for the 
obvious change in their attitude. Mrs. Lodato, who 
at first was always singing and laughing, became 
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so sad she often had tears in her eyes.” 

“Didn’t anyone know what had happened?” 
Robin asked. “‘Couldn’t Seftor Garcia find out 
anything?” 

““No, that’s the funny part of it all,’’ Pilar said. 
“I thought I could find out from Ramén—he’s in 
the same grade I’m in and we’re good friends— 
but he changed, too.” 

Pilar paused and looked down at her plate as 
she thought about her friend. 

“I used to run into the candle shop to talk or 
to ask him to help me if I got stuck on my home- 
work. He’s really bright. Then I began to feel I 
wasn’t welcome. But, you know, Ramon still 
comes to my house.” 

‘“‘And he never says anything to give you a lead?” 
Michael asked. 

‘“‘Several times I’ve had a feeling he wanted to 
talk about what was worrying him,” Pilar replied, 
“but each time he’s backed away from it and says 
nothing. And worst of all, his grades are slipping.” 

“Jiminy crickets!” Robin expostulated. ‘That 
sounds really odd, but if you or Senor Garcia, who 
live right there, can’t find out anything, how could 
I ever help?” 

“Especially when you don’t even know the Loda- 
tos and are over two hundred miles from Los 
Angeles,” Kevin commented. 
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“Oh, don’t be a Gloomy Gus,”’ Michael chided. 
“Robin didn’t know El Gato, did she? Or the 
Phantom? I'll bet if we put our minds to it we can 
find some way to get Robin closer to what news- 
paper reporters love to call ‘the scene of the 
crime.’ ”’ 

Mindy, who had said nothing up to now and who 
had barely touched her food, looked up and said 
with a long sigh, “If Daddy were only here I’m 
sure he’d have some suggestions.” 

“But he isn’t,” Michael said irritably, “‘so—” 

At that moment everyone caught the sound of a 
plane flying low over the house. 

““Zowie!”” Kevin yelled. “That joker must be 
trying to take off the roof!” 

“Excuse me a minute, Manuela, while I take a 
look,”’ Michael said as he pushed back his chair 
and hurried out onto the terrace. 

“Hey, come out here!”’ he called over his shoul- 
der. “It’s a hydroplane, and it’s landing off our 
beach!” 

Dinner was momentarily forgotten as they all 
rushed outdoors. Michael was already running 
toward the sea where the small aircraft was taxiing 
onto the shore, its engines now purring softly. 

“It’s Daddy! It’s Daddy!” Mindy suddenly cried 
as she caught a glimpse of her father’s face through 
the window. 
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She tore ahead of the others, her arms extended 
and her blond hair streaming behind her, arriving 
just as Mr. Hunter stepped out of the plane. He 
grabbed his daughter and swung her around two or 
three times before setting her down. 

“I knew you’d come!’’ Mindy said ecstatically 
as her father bent down to kiss her. ‘““Now you 
must meet Pilar. Pilar, this is my father.” 

‘“‘] guessed as much,” the visitor said, a twinkle 
in her black eyes. ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Mr. 
Hunter. It was good of you to let Manuela invite 
me to your lovely home.” 

“Not at all! Not at all!’ Mr. Hunter said, 
putting an arm around the girl’s shoulder. “This is 
Manuela’s home to do with as she likes. It is my 
pleasure to have her friends here. I only hope she 
hasn’t forgotten to save some dinner for me. I’m 
starved!” 

They headed back to the house, Mindy hopping 
from one foot to the other in her excitement over 
her father’s arrival. 

‘‘Where’d you get the seaplane, Dad?’’ Michael 
asked. “It’s a beaut.” 

“It was an idea I got last week when I flew in 
one to the location of our next movie,’’ Mr. Hunter 
replied. “I thought, ‘Why waste time motoring 
home from the airport, when I could land right 
off my own beach?’ So I bought this.” 
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“And you can pilot it all by yourself?” Pilar 
asked, obviously impressed. 

“Yes, I already had a license to fly,” Mr. Hunter 
explained, “‘so all I had to learn was how to land 
and take off on the water.” 

When they got back to the house, Manuela 
hurried to the kitchen to order dinner for Mr. 
Hunter, and the others returned to their places at 
the table. Robin was glad to see Mindy’s spirits 
rising, now that her father was home. She was 
chattering on about Pilar’s visit and plans for going 
to the ranch the next day. 

“But, Daddy,” she said, suddenly interrupting 
her own train of thought, “‘we have a problem!” 

‘‘Nothing so serious that it can’t be worked out, 
I trust,””» Mr. Hunter said with a smile. “‘Let’s have 
a board of directors’ meeting while you are having 
your dessert, and I am enjoying this marvelous 
beef. Now, out with it! What’s worrying you?” 

Mindy told him the story of the Lodatos, with 
Pilar pointing up some of the details. 

“So, of course, you right away thought Robin 
could find out what was going on in the candle 
shop,” Mr. Hunter laughed. “‘Is that correct?” 

“Oh, Daddy, you know how good she is at that 
sort of thing, but as Kevin said, she’s way up here 
in Pacific Point, so what can she do?” 

“The problem seems extremely simple to me,” 
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Mr. Hunter said, giving them a pontifical look over 
the top of his glasses. “I’m surprised you haven’t 
solved it by yourselves. Robin will have to go to 
Los Angeles!” 

“Oh, but I can’t!” Robin piped up. ‘“Daddy’s too 
busy to take me, and Mom has an order for some 
driftwood figures to fill by the first of the year, 
and besides, it would cost scads of money!” 

Mr. Hunter gave Robin a gentle smile, stroked 
his chin, and then took a long time cutting a 
piece of meat. No one said a word. The only 
sounds were the loud ticking of the antique Spanish 
clock on the mantel and the soft footfalls of the 
maid as she attended to her duties. 

“TI have it!’ he finally said, putting down his 
knife and fork as though to emphasize what he was 
about to say. “I’ve got to be away until Christmas, 
so Manuela doesn’t have to worry about the house. 
Why don’t you all take the station wagon—I mean 
the good one, not that moss-covered jalopy of 
Michael’s—drive Pilar home, and spend a few days 
in Los Angeles?” 

“Oh, Daddy, you’re a dream!’ Mindy cried, 
getting up and rushing around to embrace her 
father. 

‘Well, I’ve never been called that before,” he 
laughed, “but I assume it’s a compliment. Now, 
how about it, Robin and Kev? Can you go?” 
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“Jiminy crickets, Mr. Hunter,’ Robin cried. 
“It’s the most wonderful idea, and I’m sure Mom 
and Dad will let us go if Manuela is along, aren’t 
you, Kev?” 

“Sure thing!” Kevin replied. “When do we 
leave?’’ 

Mr. Hunter glanced at Manuela for an answer, 
and was obviously pleased to see by the smile on 
her face that his suggestion met with her approval. 

‘‘Manana, tomorrow, they go to the ranch,” she 
said, ticking off the day on the tip of her finger. 
“That is Tuesday. Robin, if you and Kevin can 
pack with much speed, we could spend tomorrow 
night at Rancho Lucia and leave Wednesday 
morning from there.” 

“Good plan, Manuela,” Michael said, getting up 
from the table and motioning Robin to follow. 
‘“‘Now let’s phone your parents and see what they 
say.” 

“I just wonder.. .’ Robin started to push back 
her chair and then hesitated. ““Would it be better 
to—” 

“To present your case in person?” Mr. Hunter 
finished the sentence for her. ‘Well, perhaps. 
Michael can drive you all down to the Kanes’, and 
if there are any questions—and being a parent my- 
self, I’m sure there will be—give me a ring. I'll 
be in all evening.” 
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“T have a question already, Daddy,” Mindy said. 
‘Where will we stay after we get to Los Angeles?” 

“‘Oh, I wish I could ask you all to be my guests,” 
Pilar said, the color rising in her cheeks, “‘but we 
live over the café and, well, there just isn’t a spare 
inch!” 

“Don’t you worry about that, Pilar,” Mr. 
Hunter reassured her. “I know of a very good 
motel, just off the Harbor Freeway. Ill make 
reservations for you there. I know you'll be com- 
fortable.”’ 

After thanking Manuela and Mr. Hunter for the 
delicious dinner and making their farewells, Robin 
and Kevin joined the others who had gone ahead 
to get the car. 

“It won’t seem natural not to be going to L.A. in 
the Heap,”’ Michael said a little sadly as he stepped 
on the starter. “Listen to her! There’s nothing 
wrong with that engine.” 

“No, but I must say the Heap leaves something 
to be desired so far as passenger comfort is con- 
cerned.”” Robin chuckled as she spread her skirt 
over a gaping hole in the seat cushion. 

“‘Oh, I think it will be just great to go in Daddy’s 
car,” Mindy said. ‘“‘Not that I don’t adore the 
Heap, but it is nice to have air-conditioning and 
more space.” 

“Oh, Robin,” Pilar suddenly exclaimed, “‘do you 
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really think you can get at the bottom of what’s 
happening to the Lodatos?” 

Robin became serious and thought a few seconds 
before answering. 

“Honestly, Pilar, I don’t know. There seems to 
be so little to go on. If it weren’t for the odd noises 
and the strangers you mentioned, I’d almost think 
it was just family troubles—you know, money or 
Ramén’s not getting along with his parents or 
something. But it can’t be that.” 

“Well, with Robin’s wits and a little luck, we'll 
find out!” Kevin emphasized his point by pounding 
on the dashboard. 

“Not a /ittle luck, Kev,’ Robin said soberly, 
“but a Jot of luck.” 

As they pulled into the Kanes’ driveway they saw 
light streaming from the windows of the family 
room, and Mr. and Mrs. Kane sitting at a table with 
Amy. 

“Looks as though Sugar has badgered Mom and 
Dad into another game of ‘Hide ‘n’ Thief,’”’ Kevin 
remarked. “I bet she’d play that game all day and 
all night if she could get someone to play with her.” 

The game broke up as Robin and the others 
came in and Pilar was introduced. Both Mr. and 
Mrs. Kane were familiar with Olvera Street and 
asked Pilar about several spots they remembered 
nostalgically from a trip they had made several 
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years before. Pilar’s vivaciousness and charming 
manner made for an easy flow of conversation. But 
presently, noticing that Robin was drumming on 
the table as though getting a little impatient, Pilar 
said, “Goodness! I’m talking too much, as usual. 
Robin and Kevin have something important to ask 
you, and I’m holding up the works!” 

“Oh, I didn’t mean to be impolite,” Robin 
hastily apologized, “but you see, Mr. Hunter has 
asked Kevin and me to go to Los Angeles for a few 
days with Mindy and Michael—Manuela’s going 
along, too. May we go? Please say yes.” 

Robin saw her mother glance at her father with 
what she and her brother called the ‘““What do you 
think?’ look, and then, almost instantly, she gave 
her approval. 

“It sounds like a wonderful trip. School’s out. 
Michael’s a fine driver, and it will give you a 
chance to explore a great city.” 

“‘And maybe to help the Lodatos,” Robin said al- 
most to herself. 

“To do what?” her mother queried. 

Robin went on to tell what she had learned 
about the trouble in the little candle shop, calling 
on Pilar frequently to fill in the story. 

“Your trip will have an added interest then,” Mr. 
Kane commented, “and I’ll bet our Robin will be 
able to help.” 
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“We're all going to the ranch tomorrow for 
horseback riding and a picnic, and we’ll leave the 
next morning right from there, if that’s all right 
with you,” Michael said. 

“Sounds fine to me,”’ Mrs. Kane answered. “Do 
you think you can get ready that soon?’ 

“Sure thing!” cried Kevin, forgetting his man- 
ners as he dashed out of the room. 

“We won’t hold things up any longer,’’ Mindy 
laughed as she beckoned to Pilar and Michael. “You 
go and pack, too, Robin, and we’ll see you to- 
morrow, say about ten-thirty.” 

“You know, Mom,” Robin said after they had 
left and she and her mother were walking toward 
her room, “I almost wish we didn’t have to waste 
time going to the ranch tomorrow, much as I love 
it and much as I want to see Nugget. I can’t wait 
to get to Olvera Street!” 


4 e A Great Day 


TUESDAY DAWNED crisply clear, and it wasn’t 
long after sunrise that Robin was up. The night 
before she had laundered two pairs of slacks and 
some blouses which she thought she might need 
for the trip. Mrs. Kane offered to iron them for 
her, but Robin suggested that her mother finish 
hemming her bedroom curtains instead. 

“‘Ironing’s kind of fun,” she said as she smoothed 
out a sleeve. “You get results right away, and 
freshly ironed clothes always smell so good.” 

‘Pll remember that in the future,’’ her. mother 
laughingly commented, thinking of the frequent 
times when ironing hadn’t seemed at all like fun 
to her daughter. 
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Kevin came bursting into the kitchen, followed 
by Tramp. Pulling on his sweater over his head, he 
mumbled, “Anything in this house to eat? ’'m 
hungry as a bear! Ummmmm, something smells 
good.” 

**I think we can manage to scrape up a crumb or 
two for you,” his mother said with a wink to Robin. 

She went to the oven of the large, old-fashioned 
stove and pulled out a pecan coffee cake. Kevin 
poured orange juice for himself and Robin and 
set a pitcher of milk on the kitchen table. 

“That should hold you until you get to the 
ranch,” Mrs. Kane said. “‘Are you picnicking or 
eating at the house?” 

“Mindy said Manuela had phoned Mamacita to 
have box lunches ready for us,’ Robin replied. 
“We'll ride up into the hills and eat whenever the 
spirit moves us.” 

Mamacita and her husband José ran Rancho 
Lucia. They were easygoing but conscientious folk 
who loved having the Hunters and the Kanes visit 
the ranch. Felipe, their son, who was the same 
age as Amy, provided companionship for the little 
girl when the older ones went off on pack trips. 

*‘Sugar’ll be disappointed not to be going to the 
ranch,” Mrs. Kane remarked. ‘““You know how she 
loves to explore the big barns with Felipe and fuss 
over her pets.” 
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‘“Maybe you could do something special for her 
while we’re away to make up for her not going,” 
Robin suggested. 

“I saw that they’re having a special Christmas 
show for children at the Theater-in-the-Grove,” 
Kevin said. ““They’re doing ‘The Nutcracker’ ballet. 
Amy’d love that, especially if you let her go in the 
evening.” 

“‘That’s a wonderful idea,” Mrs. Kane said. “Pil 
get tickets today.” 

Time seemed to race by, what with the last- 
minute packing to be done and lists to be checked. 
By ten both Kevin and Robin assured their mother 
that everything was ready; they hadn’t forgotten a 
thing. 

‘“‘That’s really too good to be true,”’ Mrs. Kane 
laughed. ““Knowing you both I’ll bet there’s some- 
thing you’ve overlooked.” 

‘Bet you can’t think of a thing!”’ boasted Kevin, 
striking a pose with his hands on his hips and 
his head thrown back. 

*‘How about your toothbrush?” his mother asked 
softly. 

“Holy cow! I was going to put it in my bag as 
soon as I brushed my teeth, and I forgot!” he ad- 
mitted dolefully. “Mom, I swear you’ve got eyes in 
the back of your head.” 

‘How about me?” Robin asked with a look of 
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smug Satisfaction as she thought of her tooth- 
brush neatly packed in her traveling case. 

*“‘My guess is that you haven’t taken one red 
cent with you,” Mrs. Kane said. “I don’t think you’ll 
ever learn that it’s well to have a little cash with 
you for emergencies or just plain mad money.” 

“‘Never thought of it!’ Robin said, snapping her 
fingers. ‘““You’re right, I should take some money 
with me. Do you think five dollars would be 
enough? I have that much in my secret hiding 
place.” 

‘Don’t disturb that little fund,’’ her mother said, 
reaching into the pocket of her apron. “Your fa- 
ther gave me ten dollars for each of you last night. 
Here.” 

**Ten dollars!’ Kevin yelled. ““Did Dad strike oil 
or something?’ 

“No, dear,” Mrs. Kane chuckled, “and just be- 
cause you have it, don’t feel you must spend it 
all. It’s just in case.” 

“Gee, thanks a million,’’ Kevin said and Robin 
echoed his appreciation. 

They toted their suitcases out to the front door 
and sat down nearby to wait for the car. Long 
before it came into view they heard the sound of 
a horn doing a series of beep-beep-ba-beeps down 
the road. Presently the Hunter station wagon 
rounded the drive. 
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Manuela was sitting in one of the two rear seats 
with Mindy and Pilar on either side of her. Michael 
jumped out to stow the bags, tying them with 
Kevin’s help onto the luggage rack. Everyone was 
chattering at once. Mr. and Mrs. Kane and Amy, 
the latter looking a bit downcast, came out to 
wave them off, and Tramp, as usual, managed to 
get in everyone’s way. Manuela, with many ges- 
tures and a wild mixture of Spanish and English, 
was assuring whoever would listen that she would 
take good care of everyone. It was a gay party that 
finally drove off. 

The travelers were wearing jeans, long-sleeved 
shirts, and loafers—everyone, that is, except 
Manuela, who looked smart in a dark red suit. 
Pilar had borrowed a pair of light tan jeans from 
Mindy. Her long hair, which last night she had 
worn loose, was now plaited into two braids tied 
at the ends with gay red ribbons. 

“These are Mindy’s idea!” Pilar explained de- 
lightedly as she shook her head from side to side 
to make the braids swing around her neck. “I’ve 
never worn my hair this way before.” 

“T like it,” Robin said. “I wish my hair was 
long enough to braid like yours and Mindy’s.” 

“‘Oh, you haven’t got the patience to fool with 
long hair,” her brother teased. ‘‘Besides, anything 
but short curls would make you look strange.” 
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“Thanks awfully for the gracious compliment!” 
Robin said sarcastically. 

‘Everyone to his own taste,” Manuela said, try- 
ing to pour a little oil on the somewhat troubled 
waters. ‘“‘How would J look with a permanent?” 

They all laughed at the idea of Manuela in curls. 

As they went through town Mindy and Robin 
pointed out some of the interesting places along 
the way: the homes of various movie people who 
came to Pacific Point to relax on the snow-white 
beaches, play golf, or sail and ride the surf in and 
around Clearwater Cove; the theater where ama- 
teur as well as professional groups gave perform- 
ances; the school; and the local museum. 

“I’d love to live in a town like this,”’ Pilar said. 
“I’ve always lived in Olvera Street, so I’ve never 
had a chance to sail or ride a horse. I'll bet I'll act 
like a real dude!’’ She gave the little characteristic 
laugh which Robin thought sounded almost like a 
bird. 

“We'll have José saddle Dawn for you,” Mindy 
said. “She is very gentle and good-tempered. 
You'll catch on in no time. You wait and see!” 

Going south and leaving Pacific Point behind, 
their route lay along the coast. Michael detoured 
long enough to swing into the Monteleone Marina 
where his twenty-foot sloop ‘“Stormalong” was 
riding at anchor in the bay. 
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“I wish we had time for a sail,” he remarked as 
Pilar admired the sleek boat. “‘You’ll have -to 
come back in the summer when we have the big 
regattas.” 

“Yes, you must,” Mindy reiterated. ‘‘We’ll teach 
you to water ski and ride the surf, too.”’ 

“It sounds wonderful!’ Pilar exclaimed. “I’d 
love to come back if my parents can do without 
me again. You see, I wait on table at the café 
when I’m not in school, and summer is our busy 
time. But Ill work on it!” 

Leaving the shore, Michael swung the car west 
and headed over the Santa Lucia Mountains and 
down into the wide valley where the ranch lay. 

“There it is!” Robin cried as she caught the 
first glimpse of the sprawling old adobe house. 

‘And wouldn’t you know Mamacita and that 
worthless dog, Perro, would be sleeping on the 
patio?” Michael laughed. 

**He’s not worthless!”’ Mindy contradicted him. 
““He’s great at herding the cattle, and he’s always 
along with Sugar and Felipe to see that they don’t 
get into trouble.” 

“Or to wait for a handout!’ Kevin chuckled. 

Mamacita awoke at the sound of the approach- 
ing car, gathered up,ber voluminous skirts, and 
waddled out to ll, At sight of her old 


friend Manuela she burst“%hto tears of joy and 
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then called loudly for José and Felipe, who were out 
in the stables. The reunion was noisy and warm, 
and Pilar, looking on, commented laughingly to 
Robin and Mindy that the Spanish people wore their 
hearts on their sleeves. 

As soon as the car was unpacked, Robin and 
the others, with José in the lead, headed for the 
stable where Mr. Hunter’s beautiful palominos were 
kept. As José opened the wide door, the mixed 
smell of saddle leather, horses, and hay greeted 
them. Pilar stepped into the cool, brick-paved 
building, glancing from side to side at the well- 
groomed animals, each in his own stall and 
identified by a brass nameplate overhead. 

***Sutter’s Gold,’” she read on the first. “What 
a lovely name!” 

Across from him was Mindy’s favorite, Silver, 
and then came Lucky. 

‘“‘What’s this?” she asked in surprise as she ap- 
proached the next stall and read, ‘“‘Nugget,”? and 
underneath, ““Owner—Miss Robin Kane.” 

““Yes, it’s true!’ Robin said. ‘Mr. Hunter gave 
him to me for my very own after El Gato was 
captured.” 

Nugget, as though knowing they were talking 
about him, whinnied softly and then, on command 
from Robin, counted to four by nodding his head. 
He was rewarded by a lump of sugar which Robin 
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had brought and a caress on his forehead. Robin 
opened the stall door and led him out. 

José was already getting the other horses ready, 
but Robin liked to saddle Nugget ali by herself. 
She took the bridle from its special hook and 
slipped it over his head, all the time making soft, 
incomprehensible sounds—Mindy called it “‘Rob- 
in’s horse talk.”” Then she eased a beautiful Mexi- 
can saddle over his back and tightened the cinch. 
The saddle had been a Christmas present from 
Mindy and Michael the year before, and Robin 
was very proud of its heavy silver adornments and 
skillfully embossed leather. 

Little Felipe ran from one to the other offering 
his help and checking to see that everything was 
properly done. He took great pride in knowing the 
name of each part of the harness. 

“When I get big I’m going to have millions and 
millions of horses,” he boasted to Pilar, who had 
quickly won the child’s affection, ‘and you can 
ride any one you want!” 

“Gracias, Felipe!” Pilar answered. “But first I 
must learn to ride. Show me how to get up on 
Dawn, will you?” 

As José and the others watched, Felipe, reaching 
up, put his small bare foot in the stirrup and swung 
gracefully onto the horse’s back. He alighted al- 
most at once to show Pilar how to mount. She 
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caught on quickly and, after being led around the 
corral a couple of times and shown how to handle 
the reins, she tried it on her own. 

Dawn, as Mindy had predicted, was as gentle 
and placid as an old lapdog. 

“Later on we'll get her to canter a little,’ Mi- 
chael told Pilar, “but not until you’re perfectly 
used to the saddle.” 

“I Jove it!’ Pilar exclaimed, sitting erectly with 
her knees close to the horse’s sides and her feet at 
the proper angle in the stirrups. “I’m ready to 
go any time you are.” 

“We'll stop at the house and pick up our lunch 
boxes,”” Mindy said, “‘and then head for them thar 
hills.” 

“You let the sefiorita rest often!’ José warned 
as they were leaving. “She is not used to long 
rides like you. Mafana she will be ooooh, so sore!” 
José rubbed his back vigorously in mock pain. 

“Don’t worry, José!’’ Robin called back to him. 
“We'll take good care of her.” 

After tying their lunches and sweaters behind 
their saddles, the five rode slowly down the split- 
rail fenced path toward the open pastureland. Here 
the prize, white-faced Herefords with which Mr. 
Hunter had restocked the ranch were grazing or 
taking their ease under the broad branches of the 
live-oak and sycamore trees. Beyond, the land 
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began to rise to the hills. Robin, in the lead, quickly 
found the old path which she and Mindy had so 
often taken. They rode single file, with Pilar in the 
middle where they could keep a watchful eye on 
her. There was little or no conversation, each 
wanting to take in the beauty of the surroundings 
in silence. 

When they had reached the top of the crest and 
turned their horses around, Pilar let out a gasp 
of pleasure at the scene in front of her. In the 
distance lay the blue Pacific, and, nestled along the 
shore, the small villages, the old Mission Church, 
and the fishing pier. 

‘Why, it’s like a picture postcard!’’ she cried. 
“I do wish I had brought my camera with me.” 

*““You’re like me,’’ Michael chuckled. “I never 
have mine with me when I want it.” 

They dismounted and, after walking around to 
get the kinks out of their legs, they found a large 
flat rock which made a perfect place to set out 
their lunch. 

‘‘What do you suppose Mamacita has fixed for 
us?” Mindy wondered as she untied the string of 
her box. 

‘Whatever it is, it'll be first-rate,’ Kevin said, 
rubbing his stomach in anticipation. 

“It’s fried chicken!’’ Robin shouted as she drew 
a tasty-looking drumstick from her box. She took 
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a bite and added, “‘She’s cooked it with some of 
those wonderful herbs she uses, too. I don’t know 
which ones. Do you, Pilar?’’ 

Pilar took a taste of hers and cocked her head 
to one side. 

“That’s chili!” she decided. “She’s mixed it 
with crumbs, and I get a suggestion of garlic, too.” 

Mamacita had also put a couple of hard-boiled 
eggs and some yellow and red tomatoes in their 
boxes. For dessert there was fruit—a small bunch 
of grapes, an orange, and a pear. 

Although they were all hungry, they took their 
time, savoring not only the food, but also the 
wonderful, clear air blowing in from the sea, and 
the majestic sweep of the landscape. After lunch 
they stretched out in the sun for a brief siesta be- 
fore starting back. 

“This is the most wonderful day I’ve ever 
spent!’ Pilar said as she remounted Dawn. 

“It has been just about perfect, hasn’t it?” Rob- 
in replied. “I could spend days and days on the 
ranch and never get tired of it. But to tell the truth, 
this time I’m anxious to leave.” 

“Oh, you mean because of Olvera Street,” 
Mindy said. ‘‘Well, I’m just as eager as you are to 
get to Los Angeles. There’s so much to see and do.” 

They descended to the ranch by another, longer 
trail, stopping several times on the way as José 
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had suggested. The sun was low in the sky when 
they finally pulled up in front of the stable. Felipe 
was waiting for them, and José soon came running 
from the bunkhouse where he had been talking to 
the cowhands. 

“How did it go?” he asked Pilar. 

“It was all marvelous!” she replied with a bright 
smile. “I feel like a real cowpoke already, and 
Dawn gave me no problems.” 

“Your problems—they come tomorrow!” José 
said, nodding his head vigorously. ““You tell Ma- 
macita to give you some liniment. It smells not 
like perfume, but it works!” 

It was not long after dinner that Robin noticed 
Pilar stifling a yawn. A few minutes later she 
drew Mindy aside and suggested that they go to bed 
early. 

“Oh, Robin, you’re so thoughtful,” her friend 
said. ““We’re so used to riding for hours, I never 
thought about Pilar. As soon as Kevin finishes play- 
ing his guitar, I’ll suggest we go to bed.” 

“That’s a good idea,” Michael said when Mindy, 
pretending she was tired, asked Pilar if she would 
like to choose one last song. ““Tomorrow we have 
a long drive, and we should get an early start.” 

“It can’t be too early for me!’’ Robin declared, 
but as it turned out, she was the last of the three 
girls to wake up. 


4. Fire on Olvera Street 


THE GIRLS were assigned a large bedroom in the 
west wing of the ranch house. The heavy dark oak 
furniture contrasted sharply with the white plas- 
tered walls, and gaily striped curtains made color- 
ful accents at the windows. In one corner there 
was a small fireplace, the hearth raised a few feet 
from the floor to warm the room more efficiently. 
Mamacita had started a small fire earlier in the 
evening to take off the chill, and by the time the 
girls were ready for bed only a few embers re- 
mained. 

Pilar and Mindy shared an enormous carved bed, 
and Robin, who was the shortest of the three, elected 
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to. sleep in the trundle bed, a comfortable little cot 
which, when not in use, slid under the big bed. 

“I’ve always wanted to sleep in this,”’ she said, 
giving its plump, feather-filled mattress a pat, 
“but I’ve never had a chance before.” 

“I hope I don’t fall out!’ Pilar exclaimed as she 
climbed up the step stool onto the high bed. “I’m 
really so tired I probably won’t move all night.” 

“Shall I set the alarm?’ Mindy asked as she took 
her little traveling clock out of her suitcase and 
wound it. 

“No need to,” Robin assured her. “I'll be 
awake early.” 

Despite the activity of the day, Robin found that 
sleep eluded her. She lay with her arms folded 
behind her head for a while watching the dying 
fire. She tried thinking of an animal for each letter 
of the alphabet and finally even resorted to the 
old trick of counting sheep, but to no avail. 

Finally, after making sure that Pilar and Mindy 
were asleep, Robin got out of bed, slipped on her 
dressing gown, and went out through a door 
which opened onto a small patio overgrown with 
vines. She perched on top of the old brick wall. 
She didn’t know why she couldn’t get the Lodato 
family out of her mind—after all, she hadn’t even 
met them yet. 

“I guess it’s the thought of Ramén’s being so 
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upset that worries me,’ Robin mused. ‘Older 
people seem to be able to work out their problems 
somehow, but at our age it’s sometimes not so 
easy. Here he is faced with a new neighborhood, a 
new school, his parents in a new business, and all 
sorts of things!’ 

Robin couldn’t say, next day, how long she had 
sat outside. She knew only that when she finally 
crept back to bed her eyes were heavy and sleep 
came almost immediately. She was awakened in 
the morning by Pilar and Mindy, fully dressed, 
poking her in the ribs and laughing at her failure 
to wake up early. 

“Jiminy crickets!’ Robin cried, shielding her 
eyes from the brightness of the morning sun 
streaming through the windows. “What time is it, 
anyway? Why didn’t you wake me up?”’ 

“Oh, it’s not that late,” Mindy reassured her, 
“and we figured if you didn’t wake up with all the 
noise we were making you probably needed the 
extra sleep.” 

“Tt be ready in a sec,” Robin said, jumping out 
of bed and grabbing her toothbrush and some 
clean clothes. “Are the boys up yet?’ 

“TI heard them going down the hall a few minutes 
ago,” Pilar replied, “so they didn’t beat us by 
much.” 

They found Kevin and Michael bending over a 
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spread-out map at one end of the long table in the 
living room. 

“It’s about time!” Kevin yelled as the girls ap- 
peared. ‘‘We thought you’d never get up.” 

“Oh, come now,” Robin retorted. ‘““You haven’t 
been up so long yourself. Don’t try to kid us!” 

‘‘What’s the conference about?” Mindy asked, 
going over to have a look at the map. 

“We're trying to decide which route to take to 
Los Angeles,” Michael replied. “We can go down 
U.S. one-oh-one, which is probably the most direct 
way, or we can take the State road along the coast.” 

“They meet here at San Luis Obisbo,” Mindy 
said, tracing the road lines on the map with her 
finger, “so let’s go along the sea. It looks like a 
prettier way, and it can’t be more than a few miles 
farther.” 

“It’s six of one and half a dozen of the other,” 
Michael said. ““There are more towns along one- 
oh-one which might slow us up.” 

Everyone finally agreed with Mindy that they 
take the coastal route. After breakfast the station 
wagon was once again packed. Manuela, bidding 
a warm farewell to Mamacita and José, promised 
to come back soon for a longer stay. Just before 
getting into the car, Pilar gave Felipe a little 
painted box she had used to pack a string of beads. 

“This is a little ‘thank you’ present for giving 
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me my first riding lesson,” she said. 

The youngster was speechless, but his eyes were 
shining as he clutched his treasure in one hand 
and waved good-bye with the other. 

They made only one stop for gas before reaching 
Santa Barbara a little over three hours later. Mi- 
chael, driving at a steady speed, had made good 
time, and any inclination to sight-see along the 
way was quelled by their desire to get to Olvera 
Street before dark. During lunch Michael consulted 
a detailed map of Los Angeles and, with Pilar’s help, 
plotted the route to take them to their destination. 

‘‘Everyone makes fun of our freeways,” Pilar 
laughed, “‘but once you’ve mastered them they’re 
a real time-saver.” 

“I guess they’re all right if you don’t miss your 
exit,” Kevin commented wryly, “but I heard of a 
man who didn’t get off the San Diego Freeway for 
three whole days!” 

‘Well, I hope that doesn’t happen to us,” Robin 
said, pretending to take her brother seriously. 
“T’ll simply die if we get lost.” 

“Don’t you worry,” Pilar assured her. ‘The 
Ventura Freeway goes within a stone’s throw of 
our street, and it’s a hop-skip-and-jump from there 
to where you’re staying.” 

Arriving in the city in midafternoon, they stopped 
at the motel only long enough to unload their 
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luggage and freshen up. 

‘‘At this time of year it’s sometimes hard to find 
a place to park around our house, so maybe you’d 
better leave the station wagon here and we can 
jump in a taxi. Are you ready, Manuela?” 

“I’m going to take a siesta,” Manuela replied, 
stifling a yawn. “‘J’ll meet you at the café later on. 
Have a good time!” 

Pilar phoned her mother, who insisted that they 
all come to £/ Charro for dinner that evening. 
“Papa and I are so anxious to meet your friends,” 
she said. ““We’ll save a big table for you!” 

As they rode along, Pilar pointed out the Los 
Angeles Civic Center and the beautiful Union 
Station with its Spanish courts and arcades. She 
asked the driver to let them out just before they 
got to Olvera Street so that they might enter the 
quaint old section of town on foot. When, a few 
minutes later, they passed the old Mission Church 
Plaza and entered Olvera Street, Robin, who had 
been unusually quiet, came alive, her eyes shining 
with excitement. 

“It’s out of this world!’’ she exclaimed as she 
looked at the old settlement nestled among the 
city’s tall buildings, its shops festooned with Christ- 
mas decorations. ““Now quick! Where’s the candle 
shop?” 

‘It’s down there near the end of the street,” 
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Pilar said, placing a restraining hand on Robin’s 
urm to keep her from running ahead. 

“You’re right,” Robin conceded. “I know I 
shouldn’t be so obvious about my interest in the 
shop if I hope to solve the mystery. We’ll just 
stroll down like ordinary tourists. Okay?” 

‘Now you’re using the old bean,” Kevin 
chuckled. ‘“‘And besides, I want to see what’s going 
on over there. Look!” 

He pointed across the street where a group of 
people had gathered. The children were dancing 
up and down and clapping their hands excitedly. 
Kevin, after shouldering his way through the 
crowd, saw a tiny dog wearing on its head a mask 
with the face and horns of a bull. It was lunging 
at a small red cape which was being manipulated 
by an old man dressed as a toreador. At the end of 
the show, the little dog sat up on its hind feet and 
waved its forepaws, and the delighted audience 
tossed coins on the red-tiled pavement in apprecia- 
tion of his tricks. 

“Gracias! Gracias!’ the old man cried, bending 
low and sweeping his hat before him in an elabo- 
rate gesture. After collecting the money he gently 
picked up his pet, took off the mask, and rewarded 
him with a tidbit. Then he ambled on down the 
street to find another advantageous spot to stage 
his little pantomime. 
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“That’s old Papa Juan,” Pilar said. ‘““He shows 
up every Christmas with his act. Now come and 
have a piruli. My treat!” 

In the center of the wide street there were many 
small shops, which Pilar told them were called 
puestos, exhibiting a variety of merchandise: hand- 
made straw animals, bags and baskets, sarapes, 
beads, and various good things to eat. Pilar led 
them up to one of the booths where she greeted the 
proprietor by name. 

‘‘Maria, these are my friends from Pacific 
Point. They came back with me for a few days to 
see the sights. May we have five piruli, please?” 

“Buenos dias, Seftorita Pilar!’’ the woman re- 
plied. “Five piruli—freshly made today. Your 
friends will like them, I know.” 

As she handed out the little Mexican lollipops 
she had a smile and pleasant comment for each of 
them. The little group, after a few minutes of 
chitchat, strolled on. As they approached the 
candle shop, Robin saw a young boy, his wide- 
brimmed Mexican hat pulled low over his forehead, 
working in the doorway. In front of him was a 
large iron wheel suspended from the ceiling by a 
rope. Tied by their wicks to the rim of the wheel 
were candles in the process of being made. 

As the wheel slowly turned, the boy poured hot 
wax from a ladle over each slender candle, the 
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excess dripping into a pot set on a charcoal brazier 
underneath. Apparently he was not aware of being 
watched, for when Pilar approached with a greet- 
ing, he jumped and almost dropped the ladle. 

“Oh, you’re back!’ he cried, his dark eyes 
lighting up at sight of her. “I was afraid you 
wouldn’t be here for La Posada.” 

“But I told you I’d be back in time for the 
Christmas Eve celebration, silly. Don’t you re- 
member?” Pilar said cheerfully. 

“TI guess I forgot,” the boy replied shyly, looking 
down and edging one of the paving tiles with his 
toe. 

Pilar took his hand and led him farther out into 
the street, where her friends were waiting. 

‘“‘Now, Ramon, you must meet Mindy and Mi- 
chael Hunter. They’re the ones I was visiting. And 
this is Robin Kane and her brother Kevin. They 
live in Pacific Point, too.” 

Ramén shook hands soberly with each one, and 
as Pilar made an attempt to keep the conversation 
going, Robin noticed that the boy kept glancing 
nervously into the shop. 

“I’m afraid we’re interrupting your work,” she 
said, motioning to the wheel which had gradually 
come to a standstill. ““Please go on with it. We’d 
love to watch, if you don’t mind.” 

“Oh, these are nothing special,” Ramon said 
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with a trace of a smile as he started rotating the 
wheel. “Just some bayberry candles for the holi- 
days.” 

After he had resumed work, Robin and Mindy 
sauntered into the shop, stopping here and there 
to admire the fascinating shapes and sizes of tapers 
on display, and to sniff the various scents with 
which they were perfumed. Pilar and the boys had 
stayed behind to talk with Ramon. 

Suddenly the quiet was broken-by a scream which 
seemed to come from the rear of the shop. A door 
was thrown open and a woman, her face distorted 
with fear, appeared only long enough to cry, ‘‘Fire! 
Fire! Help! The whole place will burn down!’’ be- 
fore running back through the door. 

Billows of smoke began pouring through the 
half-open door. Robin impulsively started toward 
the rear of the shop, but just as she reached the 
door she felt a tight grip on her arm. She was 
swung around so violently she smashed into a dis- 
play case, almost upsetting it. At the same time a 
man’s voice cried roughly, ‘““Keep back and mind 
your own business, do you hear?” 

Robin was just able to gather herself together in 
time to take a quick look at the man before he, too, 
disappeared through the door, slamming it behind 
him. All she could remember later was that he 
wore very thick glasses, was dark-skinned, and 


60 ROBIN KANE 


had on a pinstripe suit. Robin was near tears, not 
only from the abrasion she had received when she 
struck the showcase, but also from anger at the 
man’s rude behavior. After all, she had only been 
trying to help! Almost immediately Michael was 
beside her to lead her outside. 

A crowd was beginning to push into the shop 
despite Ramon’s efforts to keep them back. Every- 
one was talking at once and trying to see what was 
going on in the rear. For a second time the door 
opened, and a man who bore a resemblance to 
Ramon came out, waving his arms over his head. 

**Get out! Get out!’’ he cried excitedly. “The fire’s 
out, I tell you. §.Ramén, why you not get these 
people out of here?” He shook a finger in the boy’s 
face. ““Have you no sense? Is this a sideshow or a 
candle shop? Some spilled wax caught on fire— 
that’s all!” 

The man’s face was flaming and the cords in his 
neck seemed about to burst. Robin had never seen 
such unbridled anger and it frightened her. She 
clung to Michael. ‘““‘Where are Mindy and Kevin?” 
she exclaimed. “I don’t see them!” 

Michael assured her that they were waiting out- 
side. 

‘And Pilar?’’ Robin asked. “Where is she?” 

**Over there near Ramon,” Michael answered soft- 
ly. “Look, Ramé6n is trying to quiet his father.” 
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“‘Papa!”’ the boy said, reaching for his father’s 
arm and tugging at it. “‘Everything’s all right, 
Papa! Everything’s all right!’’ 

Mr. Lodato took a long look at his son as though 
he really hadn’t noticed him before, and then, 
covering his face with his hands, he began to weep. 
His shoulders shook convulsively as Ramén led 
him through the door in the rear of the shop. 

In the meantime, Pilar, with Kevin’s help, had 
persuaded the curious onlookers to leave the shop. 
Then, making sure the place was empty, she 
quickly closed the shuttered doors in the front of 
the puesto. 

“Come on!” she said, a note of urgency in her 
voice. “‘There’s nothing more we can do here, and 
I’ve got to see if Senor Garcia is all right!” 


5 e A Crazy Hunch 


PILAR HURRIEDLY led them around the corner of the 
building and down a narrow alley, at the end of 
which was an outside stairway leading to the sec- 
ond floor of the candle shop. The acrid smell of 
smoke still hung in the air, but there were no signs 
of activity in the Lodatos’ quarters. Pilar dashed 
up the steps, followed closely by the others, and, 
not even waiting to knock, she flung open the door 
to Seftor Garcia’s apartment. 

The room was so filled with smoke that it was 
difficult to see anything. Her lungs stung with the 
first breath, and she was forced to retreat. 

‘‘Here, Pilar, stand back and let me go in,” 
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Michael said, pulling a handkerchief from his 
pocket and quickly tying it over his nose and 
mouth. Robin recognized the note of authority in 
his voice and secretly thanked her lucky stars that 
he was there and ready to take charge. Pilar re- 
sponded unquestioningly to his order. They all 
waited on the top step as Michael, on all fours to 
take advantage of the somewhat clearer air near 
the floor, crept inside. 

Almost immediately there was the sound of 
windows being raised, and after a minute or two 
Michael summoned Kevin to give him a hand. 

“Senor Garcia! Where is he?’’ Pilar cried out. 
“Is he all right?’ 

“*He’s on the floor in here,’ Michael called from 
the bedroom. “‘He apparently closed the door be- 
hind him to keep the smoke out.” 

Together the two boys lifted the old man, who 
was too groggy to know what was happening, and 
laid him on his bed. Pilar, after covering the frail 
form with a blanket, sat down at his side and 
brushed the disheveled white hair from his fore- 
head. Soon the labored breathing eased and, turn- 
ing his head, Sefor Garcia looked uncertainly at 
Pilar. 

“What happened, child?” he asked weakly. 
“Where am I?” 

“You’re all right, senor,” the girl replied softly. 
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““You’re in your own room. Don’t worry!” 

She took one of his thin hands in hers and held 
it while the old man collected his senses. 

Robin and Mindy had stayed behind in the other 
room to try to clear the air more quickly by 
fanning the smoke out through the windows with 
some old newspapers. 

*‘No wonder this room got so smoky,” Robin 
remarked. “Look at this open vent in the floor. 
The smoke must have just poured up through it 
when the fire started.” 

‘I wonder what it’s for,’’ Mindy said, going over 
to take a look at the small round grill. 

“Probably to get heat into this room on cool 
days,”’ Robin said. “I can’t think of any other use 
it would have. But let’s close it now. It may help 
to keep out that horrid smell!’ 

It was only when they heard Pilar call to them 
that they opened the door a crack and stuck their 
heads into the other room. 

“‘Sefior Garcia has already met your brothers,” 
Pilar said. ““Now I want him to meet you, too. 
Come on in. He’s had quite a shock, but he’s 
feeling better by the minute.” 

“The sight of two such pretty seforitas would 
make anyone feel better,” the old man said gra- 
ciously. “‘I regret our meeting had to be under such 
unfortunate circumstances.” 
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“A fire is always scary,” Robin said, “‘but thank 
goodness this one was put out in a hurry.” 

‘‘Ramon’s father said it was some spilled wax 
that caught fire,” Pilar commented. “‘I guess some- 
one in the candle shop was careless.” 

“Spilled wax, you say?” the old man asked, 
raising himself on one elbow. “No, child. I have 
been too long a candlemaker not to know the smell 
of burning wax.” His voice was becoming stronger. 
“That smoke had not the smell of wax at all. It 
was something else!” 

“What was it, sir?’ Robin asked eagerly. ““What 
could it have been?” 

“TI don’t know. There are queer things going on 
down there,” the old man answered slowly as he 
slumped back onto the pillow. “But it most certain- 
ly was not wax!” 

Robin, realizing that talking was fatiguing him, 
motioned to Mindy and the boys that they had better 
leave. 

“We'll see you tomorrow, sefor,”’ she said. 
“Have a good night’s sleep.” 

“Gracias!” he replied softly. “Gracias!” 

His eyes were already half-closed. Pilar brought 
a glass of cool water and put it on the stand by his 
bed, and, after telling him that she would send over 
some hot soup for his supper, she partially lowered 
the blinds, tiptoed out, and joined her friends who 
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were waiting at the bottom of the stairs. 

‘‘What a nice old man he is!” Mindy remarked. 
“Are you sure he’ll be all right alone?’ 

“I think so,” Pilar replied. ““He was breathing 
very naturally and was almost asleep when I left. 
He is a dear, isn’t he?’’ 

“‘Jeepers!”’ Kevin suddenly broke in. “Look what 
time it is! We’re supposed to meet Manuela in five 
minutes. Let’s get a move on!” 

‘‘Where’s Robin?” Pilar asked, looking around. 

“Why, she was right here a minute ago,” Mi- 
chael replied, a trace of anxiety in his voice. “‘Hey, 
Robin! Robin! Where are you?”’ 

Pilar started running down the alley toward the 
rear of the candle shop. As she rounded the corner 
of the building, she saw Robin kneeling over a 
pile of still smoking ashes. 

When Robin saw her she jumped up. 

“Oh, you know me and my terrible curiosity,” 
she said, smiling. “I was just nosing through this 
mess they threw out from the fire. I thought I just 
might—”’ 

They were interrupted by the sudden appearance 
of Mrs. Lodato, who had come out of the back 
door of the shop. 

“Get out of here, all of you!’ she cried. Her 
voice again was high-pitched, but this time Robin 
knew it was from anger rather than fear. ‘““Why 
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you come poking around here, Pilar? Why you 
bring these strangers back of my puesto?” 

Robin stepped forward, intending to take the 
blame for the intrusion, but before she could say a 
word Ramén’s mother lunged toward her and 
tried to grab her hands. Robin swung away as Mi- 
chael and Kevin intervened and Pilar pulled the 
woman back. 

Mrs. Lodato was still trying to free herself from 
Pilar’s grip as Ramon and his father came running 
out of the shop. 

“That girl, she trying to steal something!”’ Mrs. 
Lodato cried. 

‘“‘Mama!”” Ramon exclaimed. “It is nothing! 
Don’t get so excited. She meant no harm.” 

“Carmen, go inside with Ramon!” her husband 
ordered sharply. ‘‘The fire has upset you.” 

As his wife went reluctantly back to the shop 
with Ramon, Mr. Lodato said, “‘You see, a vase my 
wife loved so much got broken when we try to put 
out the fire. So you see why she cry so much. For- 
give her, please!” 

“Of course I do!’ Robin quickly replied. “I’m 
sorry I made matters worse by coming around here, 
Mr. Lodato. Please tell your wife I apologize.” 

“We're leaving right away, senor,’ Pilar said. 
“I’m sorry, too, for upsetting your family.” 

“I know,” Senor Lodato replied in a low voice. 
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“It is not you, Pilar. Remember that, always re- 
member that!’ 


It was a somewhat subdued group that walked 
back down the alley to the street and headed for 
El Charro. 

“What a way to introduce you to Olvera Street!” 
Pilar said with a deep sigh. “I had planned some- 
thing quite different.” 

“Goodness! It’s not your fault, Pilar,’ Robin 
quickly assured her, putting her arm around the 
girl’s shoulder. “I shouldn’t have gone back there 
in the first place. I guess I let my curiosity get the 
better of me.” 

“‘Maybe Papa’s food will raise our spirits,” Pilar 
said as they approached the café. “‘He’s probably 
fixed something special for us.” 

They were met at the door by Pilar’s mother, 
wearing a gay Mexican dress. She greeted them 
cordially and, after introductions were made, led 
them through the already crowded room to the 
table she had saved for them. 

“Has Manuela come yet?” Mindy asked when 
they were seated. 

“Si, si, senorita,” Mrs. Diaz replied with a 
laugh that was just like Pilar’s. “She is in the 
kitchen giving my husband suggestions for im- 
proving some of his dishes! She has been tasting 
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everything for the last hour, so don’t expect her to 
dine with you!” 

The café was not a large one; there was room 
for perhaps thirty people. Candles in iron sconces 
along the walls provided a soft and intimate at- 
mosphere. Each table glowed from the light of a 
candle set in a chunky green bottle, its sides thick 
with the waxy accumulation of the many colored 
candles that had been used before. 

Following a delicious soup, Sefor Diaz brought 
in a large pot, or olla, as he called it, and set it 
down with a flourish in the center of the table. 

Pilar, her eyes shining, introduced her father and 
ended by saying, “When Papa personally brings 
in one of his dishes, you can be sure it’s a special 
treat. What is it this time, Papd?’’ 

Her father leaned over the table, one finger 
pressed to his lips, and whispered, “A secret 
recipe! Red chicken fricassee with sesame seeds!” 

He took the cover off, releasing a wonderful 
aroma, and as he served it he continued, ‘‘Father 
Bernadino de Sahagun, in the early days of the 
Spanish conquest, is said to have discovered this 
dish. It seems it was the custom of the natives to 
bring big earthenware pots to the marketplace, 
and each of these pots contained some kind of 
stew. This particular dish was one of the most 
favored.” 
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“Well, we should offer special thanks to the 
good father for his research,” Kevin said as he 
sampled a morsel of chicken. ‘“‘This is super!” 

They all agreed that they had never tasted any- 
thing so delicious. Pilar’s mother served them hot 
tortillas and hovered nearby to see that they were 
well served. 

As they were waiting for dessert, Robin’s at- 
tention was caught by two men who were being 
seated at a recently vacated table on the other side 
of the room. It took only a glance for her to 
identify one of them as the man who had so rudely 
pushed her away when the fire broke out. He was 
wearing the same striped suit, and now, with more 
time to observe him, Robin noted that the suit 
had an unusual look about it. The lapels were 
wider and more pointed than the suits her father or 
Mr. Hunter wore, and the jacket had a different 
cut. After studying the man a bit longer, Robin 
was sure that he wasn’t of Spanish extraction. 
She couldn’t say exactly why she was so certain, 
unless it was the shape of his nose or the set of his 
features. The man with him looked as if he might 
be an East Indian. He was of medium height, quite 
thin, and was wearing, over his left eye, a black 
patch. His skin was swarthy, his nose aquiline, and 
his mouth seemed too broad for the width of his 
face. He was neatly dressed in a conservative black 
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suit, white shirt, and dark tie. 

“Miss Kane! Won’t you join us?” Michael asked 
with mock courtesy. ““You’ve been in a fog long 
enough. What’s on your mind?” 

“Jeepers! I’m sorry!’ Robin exclaimed, a blush 
coloring her cheeks as she realized she hadn’t even 
noticed the delicate, sweet tamales stuffed with 
fruit which had been placed in front of her. “Don’t 
look now, but over there at the third table from 
the front is the man who pushed me out of the way 
in the candle shop! The one with the thick glasses!” 

Of course no one paid the slightest attention to 
her “Don’t look now” admonition. Fortunately the 
two men were so deep in conversation that neither 
one noticed that they were being scrutinized. 

“Oh, those two! They’ve been coming in here 
quite often recently,’ Pilar said. “Sometimes for 
lunch and occasionally for dinner. I don’t know 
who they are. The one in the black suit always eats 
a lot, but the one with the glasses does more talk- 
ing than eating.” 

“Well, I wouldn’t trust either of them,” Robin 
declared. “‘They both look like bad news to me.” 

“Oh, Robin, you’re imagining things.” Mindy 
chuckled. “If that man hadn’t run into you at the 
candle shop this afternoon, you wouldn’t have 
given him or his friend a second look.” 

‘““You’re right,” Robin conceded. “It’s probably 
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just one of my crazy hunches.” 

“Your hunches aren’t always so crazy, old girl,” 
Michael said, “but this time I think you’re on the 
wrong track.” 

“They look like ordinary tourists to me,” Kevin 
volunteered. ‘“‘One of them even has a camera.” 

“Tl tell you what,” Pilar whispered. ‘“‘The next 
time they come in here and I’m waiting on table, 
Pll do a little eavesdropping.” 

“Would you?” Robin exclaimed, her eyes shin- 
ing. “I’m dying to know more about them!” 

Their conversation was cut short as Mrs. Diaz 
came up to the table and, placing a hand affection- 
ately on each of Pilar’s shoulders, told them the 
Posada was about to begin, and if they didn’t want 
to miss it they should be leaving. Pilar’s father 
came out to bid them good-bye, urging them to 
come often to El Charro. 

“Don’t worry, sefor!’’ Kevin assured him. “If I 
have anything to say about this expedition, we'll 
take all our meals here!” 

Robin took a last fleeting look at the two strang- 
ers as she walked past them. Her “friend” was still 
talking, the man in the black suit listening intently 
and nodding his head, but Robin could not catch a 
word of what was said. 


6 e Pay Dirt! 


Wuat Does Posada mean?” Robin asked as they 
emerged into the crowded street. 

‘**The word is Spanish for ‘shelter’ or ‘inn,’” Pilar 
explained. “You see, this festival of Las Posada 
tells the story of the trip Mary and Joseph made 
to Bethlehem, and— But come on! You'll under- 
stand it better if you see it.” 

They made their way along the darkening street 
toward the Plaza. Already the sound of music and 
singing could be heard, and as they got closer they 
caught sight of the procession slowly approaching. 
Directly behind the little band of musicians who 
were in the lead, four people were carrying a 
brightly lighted platform. It was covered with a 
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white cloth, edged with lace, and on it were images 
of Mary riding a little donkey and Joseph by her 
side, a staff in his hand. Behind them, two by two, 
came the children, followed by the men and women 
of Olvera Street, each bearing a lighted candle. 

The little procession wound its way between the 
stalls in the middle of the street, stopping at 
various puestos to knock on the door and ask for 
refuge. Each time the door was opened the reply 
was the same. “There is no shelter here. No 
posada!”’ 

‘‘The same thing goes on for nine nights,” Pilar 
explained, “‘until Christmas Eve.” 

“Then what happens?” Robin asked. 

“I think I won’t tell you quite yet,” Pilar laughed 
gaily. “‘It would just spoil your enjoyment of the 
procession tonight if you knew how it all ends.” 

No amount of coaxing would make her change 
her mind. Her lips were sealed tightly and she 
shook her head back and forth, her black hair 
dancing around her shoulders. 

“Oh, I wish we could stay in Los Angeles long 
enough to see the whole thing!” Mindy said, stamp- 
ing her foot in exasperation. 

“So do I!” Pilar said. “Maybe some miracle 
will happen so you can stay. It’s Christmas, you 
know.” 

“Look!” Robin cried. “They’re going up to the 


THE CANDLE SHOP MYSTERY 75 


door of the candle shop. Let’s see what happens.” 

One of the men near the front of the procession 
knocked sharply on the door, calling out the tradi- 
tional salutation: 


“We weary pilgrims 
Come to your door. 
Shelter in your puesto 
We beg, we implore.” 


This time, however, there was no answer. The 
shop was dark and silent. The man knocked a 
second time, even more loudly, called out again 
and waited, but no answer came. Finally, with a 
slight shrug of his shoulders and a sideward tilt 
of his head, he motioned the procession to move 
on. As he passed, Pilar heard him say, in Spanish, 
“This has never happened before! An ill omen for 
the candlemaker!” 

As the procession began to break up, Robin 
caught Mindy stifling a yawn. It was way past their 
usual bedtime, and the day had been a full one. 

“IT think we’d better find Manuela and get back 
to the motel,” she said. “I don’t want to oversleep 
again, the way I did this morning!” 

“It’s ‘been a marvelous evening, Pilar,” Mindy 
said. “‘I can’t wait until tomorrow to do some more 
exploring in these—what did you call them?— 
puestos?”’ 
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“Right,” Pilar replied, ‘‘and there are loads of 
fascinating ones, if I do say so. I may not be able to 
spend the whole day with you. You saw how many 
people came for dinner tonight—I will have to 
help out. But we’ll find time to have some fun to- 
gether.” 

Manuela was waiting for them in front of the 
now deserted restaurant. 

“Is there any more news about the fire in the 
candle shop?” Robin asked. 

‘“No, my dear,” Sefior Diaz replied. “‘I went my- 
self to take some soup to Sefior Garcia. He had 
recovered from the shock of the fire and seemed 
quite himself again, but he had no more informa- 
tion. He is as puzzled about everything as we are.” 

“And you haven’t seen Ramé6n?” Pilar asked, 
her anxiety apparent in her eyes. 

“‘We haven’t seen anyone over there,” her moth- 
er said sadly. “The shutters have been closed all 
evening. They must have gone home early.” 

“Oh, don’t they live there?” Robin asked in 
surprise. “I sort of assumed they did.” 

*‘No,” Pilar’s mother replied. ““You see, Sefior 
Garcia didn’t want to move from the rooms he 
had lived in so long, so the Lodatos found a place 
at the other end of Olvera Street.” 

“Imagine their not waiting for La Posada to pass 
the shop,” Pilar said, tears welling up in her eyes. 
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“It is terrible to think they are so unhappy at 
Christmas.” 

“Well, we can hope that by tomorrow things 
may be back to normal,” Sefior Diaz remarked, 
putting his arm around Pilar’s shoulder, “or at 
least that the shop will be open again.” 

Pilar brushed away a tear and with a resolute 
little shake of her head turned to her mother to 
ask if she would be needed in the café the next day. 

“‘Only in the morning, dear,” came the reply. “If 
you'll help set up the tables and serve the first part 
of the lunch hour when things are busiest, we can 
manage very well after that.” 

“Oh, goody!” Pilar exclaimed, her ebullient 
spirits once more in evidence. “‘Because I’ve got an 
idea! Why don’t you all go out to the Farmer’s 
Market tomorrow morning? It’s a huge outdoor 
place with loads of different shops and restaurants.” 

“Suits me!’ Kevin replied enthusiastically. “I'll 
go anywhere so long as there’s a place to eat!” 

“Aren’t the La Brea Pits out that way?’ Mi- 
chael asked. “It seems to me I saw them on the 
map when Pilar and I were figuring out our route.” 

“The what?’ Mindy asked. “Is that some kind 
of barbecue place?’ 

“Sounds like it, doesn’t it?” Pilar said with a 
laugh. “Actually it’s a tar pit. What makes it in- 
teresting is that millions of years ago animals and 
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birds came there to drink the water which col- 
lected on the surface. They’d sometimes get stuck 
in the gooey tar. This preserved their skeletons so 
now we can see what prehistoric creatures really 
looked like.” 

“That should keep us busy in the morning,” 
Robin said. “Suppose we meet you back here after 
lunch. Okay?” 

“Wonderful! See you then!’ Pilar said as the 
little group broke up. 

Walking back toward the great Union Station, 
they soon found a taxi to take them to their motel. 
They were no sooner seated than Michael turned to 
Robin and asked, ‘“‘Now, old girl, would you mind 
telling me what you’ve been trying to hide from us 
all evening?” 

A quick flush colored Robin’s cheeks, and she 
impulsively thrust her right hand behind her back. 

‘Jiminy! I thought I’d mastered the art of palm- 
ing better than that,” she said. “Oh, it’s just some- 
thing I picked out of the ashes back of the candle 
shop.” 

‘“‘Come on, let’s see it!” Kevin demanded, trying 
to wrest Robin’s arm from behind her back. 

“Oh, I hope it isn’t—”? Manuela began, but she 
was quickly reassured by Robin. 

“Don’t worry, Manuela,” she said. “It isn’t 
anything valuable. It’s just a piece of pottery. I'll 
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show it to you as soon as we get to the motel. It’s 
too dark to see anything here.” 

“Why, for pete’s sake, did you want that?’’ Kevin 
asked as soon as they had entered the brightly 
lighted lobby and Robin opened her hand to reveal 
a small jagged fragment of clay. 

“Another one of your hunches?” Michael sug- 
gested, giving her a quizzical look. He took the 
ceramic chip to have a closer look and, after ex- 
amining it on both sides, let out a low whistle. 

“‘What’s up?” Kevin wanted to know. “Has 
Robin hit pay dirt or something? Looks like gold to 
me.” 

“The color’s sort of goldish, all right,’ Mindy 
agreed as she took the fragment in her own hand, 
“but look, when you turn it over it’s just like any 
other piece of pottery. Right, Michael?” 

“Not so fast!’ her brother said with a smile. 
“Let Robin examine it again. What do you see?” 

Robin gave a quick glance around her. What 
she noticed was that the five of them, standing 
rather conspicuously in the middle of the room 
with their heads together, had excited the atten- 
tion of some of the other guests. In fact, one man, 
hands in his pocket and a toothpick dangling from 
the corner of his mouth, was actually trying to 
look over Kevin’s shoulder. 

Manuela apparently had noticed him, too, for, 
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drawing up to her full height and in a voice all 
could hear, she said, ‘““Come, my dears, the air in 
here is getting much too close!” 

Tossing her stole imperiously over her shoulder, 
she swept past the eavesdropper to the stairway, 
followed by the others, who tried hard to suppress 
their giggles. 

The suite Mr. Hunter had reserved for them was 
on the second floor in the rear. It was one of the 
largest units and was furnished luxuriously. A 
spacious living room, with a balcony, separated the 
bedrooms on one side from a small but perfectly 
equipped kitchenette on the other. 

“Tm too sleepy to stay up another minute!” 
Manuela declared. “Besides, I think you may be 
making—how do you say it?—-a mountain out of 
an anthill over that piece of broken pot.” 

“A molehill, Manuela,” Mindy laughed. “Now, 
you run off to bed. We won’t be long, I promise.” 

Robin had been too engrossed in the further 
examination of her find even to notice Manuela’s 
departure. Sitting on the sofa, as close as possible 
to the lamp that stood on the small end table, she 
was carefully cleaning off some ash that still 
adhered to the shard. Kevin and Michael were bend- 
ing over the back of the sofa, watching intently. 
Mindy came over and plopped down beside her. 

“Is this what you whistled about?’ Robin asked, 
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looking back at Michael. “These funny black 
marks?” 

“Yes, by Jove, I think my first impression was 
right—now that you’ve cleaned the whole thing 
off, I can see that those marks are Greek letters!’’ 

“Greek!” Robin, Kevin, and Mindy exclaimed in 
one breath. ““What would Greek letters be doing 
on an old piece of Mexican pottery? Are you sure?” 

‘“‘Absolutely!”’ Michael declared. “‘Look, here’s 
a delta,” he went on, pointing to a little triangle. 
“That’s Greek for our D. And here’s a sign for the 
last letter in their alphabet, omega. It looks like a 
tiny oxbow.” 

‘““How come you know so much about Greek?” 
Kevin asked, stepping back, hands on hips, and 
looking at Michael with a slightly challenging air. 

“T don’t know much about it, really,” Michael 
answered softly, not wanting to appear to be show- 
ing off in front of Kevin, who prided himself on his 
own knowledge of ancient artifacts. The two boys 
enjoyed a friendly rivalry in this field, but it was 
Michael who worked hard on researching his 
finds, whereas Kevin was satisfied with a less sci- 
entific, somewhat lazier approach to his hobby. 

‘‘Remember last year when I was doing that 
project on methods used by archaeologists to un- 
cover buried cities?”’ Michael continued. “Well, I 
looked up the Greek alphabet then—sort of out of 


THE CANDLE SHOP MYSTERY 83 


curiosity. I guess it just sort of stuck with me.” 

“So you think this is a Greek vase?” Kevin per- 
sisted. “‘That’s a laugh! What would a Greek vase 
be doing in Olvera Street?” 

“T don’t think it’s Greek at all,’’ Robin declared. 
“T think those marks are just part of a decorative 
border. And doesn’t this look like a bird’s head? 
Look, there’s the eye and the beak and a—”’ 

‘‘Me, too,” Mindy chimed in. “After all, a 
triangle is common enough, and that other little 
squiggle could be someone’s idea of a pretty way 
to decorate a vase.” 

“Sorry, mates, but I’m not convinced,” Michael 
laughed with a shake of his head. “If only I were 
home I could look it up in the encyclopedia.” 

‘Say, ve got an idea!’’ Robin exclaimed. 

“‘What’s the inspiration?” Kevin asked eagerly, 
any resentment he may have felt obviously gone. 

“Why don’t we see if there’s a museum or a li- 
brary or something here that can help us?” Robin 
said, her eyes shining. ““We just might find out 
what this bit of what-have-you really is.” 

‘“‘No harm in trying, and we have plenty of 
time,” Michael agreed. “I noticed a guidebook 
here on the desk—let’s have a look.” 

He and Kevin were soon poring over the pam- 
phiet which listed points of interest to tourists. 

**Hey, let us have a look, too,” Robin insisted 
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as she and Mindy bent over the boys’ shoulders. 
“There’s what you’re looking for,” she added, 
pointing to the listing of museums she spotted at 
the top of the page. 

“‘Here, you take it,” Kevin said, handing the book 
to her. “Your eyes seem sharper than ours, so you 
look it up!” 

Mindy saw Robin’s lips draw into a thin line, 
and an angry expression cloud her face. She quick- 
ly took the book and held it behind her back. 
‘‘Now hold on, you two,” she said firmly. ‘““We’re 
all exhausted. Let’s not spoil the day by a silly 
argument.” 

““Mindy’s right,” Michael said, giving Kevin a 
gentle slap on the back. ““Come on, let’s get some 
shut-eye and pursue our investigation over bacon 
and eggs in the morning.” 

“Bacon and eggs!’’ Kevin chortled, jumping up 
and looking around the room as though glad of an 
excuse to break off his spat with his sister. ‘““Where 
do we eat? I’ve already had a look at the kitchen- 
ette here and it’s as bare as Mother Hubbard’s 
cupboard.” 

“I volunteer to get up early and buy some pro- 
visions,” Michael said, “‘if the girls will cook chow.” 

**We’d love to!” Robin replied. “Wouldn’t we, 
Mindy?” She was obviously eager to end the alter- 
cation with her brother. 
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“Breakfast will be served at nine, gentlemen,” 
Mindy said with a curtsy. “And now for my 
beauty sleep.” 

The room Robin and Mindy occupied was taste- 
fully furnished in bleached oak, with deep rose- 
colored wall-to-wall carpet, and striped rose and 
gray curtains. 

As Mindy was removing the bedspread from one 
of the twin beds, she suddenly turned to Robin. 
“You know, something has been puzzling me, 
Robin,” she said. ““Why didn’t you say anything 
to Pilar about that piece of pottery you found?” 

‘I can’t honestly be sure myself,’ Robin replied, 
turning from the dressing table. “But do you re- 
member how she reacted to that vase at Rancho 
Lucia?” 

““Can’t say I do,” Mindy said. “What do you 
mean?” 

‘“*‘Well, she seemed to pick one out from all the 
other things in the room and sort of over-reacted 
to it, as though it had some special meaning. And 
then she caught herself and quickly went on to talk 
about something else.” 

“I missed it,” Mindy confessed. “‘Are you sure?”’ 

“No, of course not,” Robin said as she got into 
bed and pulled up the blanket, “but I decided to 
hold off telling her for a little while anyway. Don’t 
ask me why!” 


re Folloning Up a Clue 


MICHAELLIVED up to his promise of the previous 
night. When Robin and Mindy went into the kitch- 
enette at nine o’clock the next morning, they 
found all the necessities for breakfast neatly lined 
up on the counter. 

“Wonder where those two went,”’ Mindy com- 
mented. “The door to their room was open when 
we came past, but no sign of them.” 

“Probably out working up an appetite by run- 
ning around the block,”’ Robin said with a chuckle 
as she wrapped a towel around her waist. ‘Here, 
poke this under my belt in back, will you? I’m the 
world’s messiest cook, so I need to have an apron.” 

By the time the bacon was fried, the eggs 
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scrambled, and the toast done to a golden brown, 
Kevin and Michael came dashing in, out of breath 
and their faces glowing. 

‘Breakfast ready? We’re starved!” they cried. 

‘Hush up, you two, or you'll wake Manuela!” 
Mindy warned. “‘You know how she loves to sleep 
late and almost never gets the chance.” 

*“Gee! Sorry!’ Kevin said. ““Guess the smell of 
bacon went to my head.” 

The girls put the well-loaded plates and glasses 
of orange juice and milk on the four TV tables 
which they found stacked behind the door, and the 
boys carried them into the living room. 

After they were settled, Mindy, between bites, 
produced the guidebook which she had stuffed in- 
to her housecoat pocket. ““We’d better decide where 
we’re going this morning,’”’ she said. “You know 
time has a way of running out on us when we’re 
busy with a project.” 

‘‘Why don’t you read over the list of museums?” 
Robin suggested. “And then we can decide.” 

‘“‘Let’s see,” Mindy began as she thumbed 
through the book. ‘“‘Yes, here’s the page. 
There’s the Los Angeles County Museum, and the 
California Museum of Science and Industry.” 

‘**That’s no good,” Robin said. ‘““What we’re in- 
terested in came a long time before the industrial 
revolution.” 
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“It did if Mike’s guess about the shard being 
Greek is right,’ Kevin said, “‘but he still Has to 
prove his point, you know.” 

‘Bet you a chocolate malt I’m right,” Michael 
said good-naturedly. 

**You’re on,” Kevin agreed. “I could use a free 
malt.” 

*‘Here’s another—the Southwest Museum,” 
Mindy continued, “‘but it’s all about the early his- 
tory of the American Indian.” 

‘“‘What else?” Robin asked, pushing away her 
tray impatiently and getting up. ““What we want is 
a fine arts museum.” 

Mindy had been reading to herself, her head 
bent low over the book. 

“How about this?’ she exclaimed. “‘Listen! The 
Huntington Library and Art Gallery. It says it’s 
one of the finest research centers in the country 
with—whee!—two hundred thousand books and a 
million documents and letters!” 

‘We don’t want to have to go reading a lot of 
documents,” Michael said. ““We don’t have time. 
How about examples of art? Does it say anything 
about that?” 

“Yup!” Mindy crowed, reading on. “Examples 
of famous works of art including Gainsborough’s 
‘Blue Boy’ and a special Greek collection. What 
more do we want?” 
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“Well, let’s get going!” Kevin said, starting to 
grab his jacket from the chair where he had 
dropped it. ‘““How do we get there?” 

‘*‘Not so fast, my friend,” Mindy said, blocking 
his exit by standing in the doorway with out- 
stretched arms. “If you think we’re going to leave 
Manuela to clean up our mess, you’ve got another 
think coming!” 

‘*‘Mindy’s right,” Robin agreed, heading for the 
kitchenette. ‘““We’ll have the dishes done in a jiffy, 
and in the meantime you and Mike can be figuring 
out how to get to the Huntington museum.” 

‘*This makes housework almost fun,’’ Robin said 
as she wiped the dishes and put them away. “This 
is like a doll’s house.” 

“You know, this morning you’ve acted as though 
you actually liked getting breakfast,” Mindy 
laughed. “Ill bet you'll turn out to be more do- 
mestic than I after all.” 

“That'll be the day!” Robin said, taking off the 
improvised apron and hanging it neatly on the 
towel rack. “It’s hunger that makes me want to 
cook—strictly hunger!” 

After leaving a note for Manuela, they went to 
get the car and headed out Huntington Drive toward 
San Marino, some fifteen miles to the east. The 
early morning chill had given way to typical south- 
ern California weather, warm and sunny. 
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“T’m sorry Pilar couldn’t come with us,” Robin 
said. ‘“We always have such a good time when she’s 
along.” 

“Tl bet she’d rather be with us than working,” 
Mindy said, “but did you notice she didn’t com- 
plain a bit when her mother said she needed her?” 

‘Are you implying that we complain when we 
have to help out at home?” Robin asked, a mis- 
chievous smile lighting her face. 

“Oh, Mindy wouldn’t suggest anything like that!” 
Kevin said derisively. ““You know we’re all Johnny- 
on-the-spot when there’s work to do.” 

They were silent for a time after this, remem- 
bering the times when they had accepted some 
task with bad grace, and privately resolving to 
turn over a new leaf when they got back to Pacific 
Point. 

By the time they reached the center of San 
Marino they were once again chatting freely about 
the many sights along the way. Michael turned 
off the main road and soon came to the museum. 
Driving into the parking lot, he noticed relatively 
few cars. 

‘““Must be everyone’s busy getting ready for 
Christmas,” he remarked. ‘“‘We’re in luck not hav- 
ing to buck a lot of people.” 

As they entered the large building, they saw 
many exhibits that threatened to distract them, 
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but they resisted the temptation to look at them in 
their eagerness to find the section where the Greek 
art was displayed. 

‘‘Let’s separate and each take a different part of 
the room,” Robin suggested. ‘‘It’ll save time.” 

“Okay,” Michael agreed, “‘and if anyone sees 
anything that resembles Robin’s fragment, just 
clap your hands once. I don’t think that will dis- 
turb the guards.” 

They made their way around the various exhibi- 
tions, each one scrutinizing the displays for any- 
thing suggesting the gold-colored bit of clay with 
the puzzling black marks. Several minutes passed 
before a handclap sounded from a corner of the 
room. It was Robin, and the others went as quick- 
ly and quietly as possible to join her. They found 
her bending over a small case, but at their ap- 
proach she straightened up, an expression that 
could only be called triumphant on her face. 

“I think Michael was right. Look at that am— 
am-pho-ra,” she said as she read the unfamiliar 
word on the descriptive card in the case. “I guess 
that’s Greek for a vase, isn’t it? A Tyrrhenian 
amphora from the seventh century B.c.” 

**By Jove, I think you’ve got something!” Michael 
exclaimed, leaning over to examine more closely 
the beautiful urn. 

Although it had been reconstructed from several 
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pieces, its original design was very clear. Its shape 
was egglike, with a thick neck above and two 
sturdy handles. The background color was gold 
and the decorations were in black, red, and white. 
They showed a variety of animals, winged crea- 
tures, and warriors with shields and spears. 

‘‘And some of those letters look like the ones 
on. my piece, too,’ Robin said, taking the little 
chip from her pocket to compare it with the urn. 
“Jiminy! I wish they’d tell you more about it than 
just the name and date.” 

Kevin, half-admitting to himself that Michael’s 
guess might have been right, began looking at 
some of the other objects farther along in the case. 

**Hey, you all!” he suddenly exclaimed, beckon- 
ing them to join him. “Look at this sign!” 

He pointed to a printed card displayed on a 
small easel in the front of the cabinet and read: 
***This temporary exhibition of early Greek art is 
on loan through the courtesy of Mr. Sandor Pearl.’ ” 

He stood back, hands on his hips, a smug look 
on his face, waiting for some reaction from the 
other three. 

**Well, so what?’ Robin asked, cocking her head 
to one side. ‘““What’s so funny about that?” 

“Dear Sis, I’m afraid you’re not using your usual 
brilliant powers of deduction,” he taunted. “This 
time I’ve beat you to it.” 
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“Okay, stop gloating and let us in on your dis- 
covery,” Robin said, trying to repress any feeling 
of annoyance at her brother. “‘Any help from any 
source will be gratefully received.” 

‘Well, I figure it this way,” Kevin began slowly. 
“If this stuff was lent by this Pearl guy, then he 
must know something about it—where it came 
from, who discovered it, and all that. So—” 

“You're absolutely right!” Robin cried. “So 
we’ll hunt up Mr. Pearl and find out more about 
the amphora! Right?” 

“Good work, old boy!’ Michael said, clapping 
Kevin on the back. “So you still doubt my theory, 
do you?” 

“T sure do!’’ Kevin said with more assurance 
than he actually felt. “Just because that old scrap 
Robin found has some marks that are vaguely like 
this one here, that’s no reason for me to accept it 
as the real McCoy. I still have to have proof before 
Pll lay out my hard-earned cash for a chocolate 
malt!” 

“There’s more than a malt involved,” Mindy 
reminded him. “After all, what we want to know 
is why—if this scrap is Greek—why was it on the 
ash heap back of the candle shop?” 

“Well, let’s not waste any more time,” Robin 
suggested. ““Has anyone got a pencil? I want to 
write down the name on the card.” 
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Mindy, after hunting through her bulging hand- 
bag, produced a stub of a pencil and an old shop- 
ping list, on the back of which Robin copied down 
the necessary information. 

“T don’t see why you dames have to lug all that 
junk around,” Kevin remarked. “It must weigh a 
ton.” 

“I guess it’s so when someone needs a pencil or 
a pin or something, we’ll have one!” Mindy replied, 
giving Kevin a withering smile. 

Their activity had by this time attracted the 
notice of one of the guards who had been standing 
near the entrance to the room. He ambled over to 
the group, and when he saw Robin taking notes, 
he asked pleasantly, ““Can I be of any assistance?” 

“Oh, thank you!” Robin said. ‘“‘We’re very in- 
terested in this particular display because of a—er 
—project we’re doing!” 

“And we’re anxious to find out more about these 
exhibits,’’ Michael added. 

“Well, I’m glad to see young people willing to 
do schoolwork during vacation,’ the guard said. 
“That’s pretty unusual, I must say!” 

Robin felt a prick of conscience at letting him 
assume it was a school project, but she quickly 
decided it didn’t make any real difference. 

“Do you happen to know who Mr. Pearl is?” 
Kevin asked. “We thought he might be able to 
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give us some more information.” 

“Oh, he’s a dealer in rare art,” the guard re- 
plied, “‘and he often lets us exhibit his treasures. 
I guess he wants the public to have a look at them 
before he sells °em to some collector who’d just 
stick *em away someplace.” 

“Well, I’d say that’s pretty unusual and very 
nice!” Mindy said. “Do you happen to know where 
his shop is?” 

“Sure I do,’”’ the guard said. “I go by it every 
night on my way home. It’s out toward Beverly 
Hills on La Cienega Boulevard.” 

“Is it far from here?” Robin asked. ‘“‘We’re 
visitors in Los Angeles. Would it take us very long 
to get there?” 

The man laughed as he answered her. “Well, 
with Los Angeles traffic what it is, you’d better al- 
low yourselves plenty of time, especially if you’re 
strangers to our fair city. But getting there'll be 
half the fun, ’cause you have to go through Holly- 
wood, and you can do some sight-seeing on the 
way. If you’re lucky, you may see some movie 
stars.” 

‘“*Thanks ever so much for your help, sir,” Robin 
said, giving the guard her sweetest smile. ‘‘We’ll 
plan on taking plenty of time.” 

“‘Wouldn’t he be surprised if he knew your 
father is a producer,” Robin giggled as they went 
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out, “‘and that we’ve all actually been in a movie?” 

Before leaving the museum they stopped long 
enough to seek out the famous Gainsborough paint- 
ing “Blue Boy,” which hung at the end of a long 
gallery. 

“You know, I’ve seen a lot of copies of that 
picture,” Michael said, ‘“‘but I never realized that 
the reproductions don’t begin to show the brilliance 
of the blue and green colors. Wow! What a 
painting!” 

Mindy added, “‘Aren’t we lucky to have it here 
in the United States?’’ 

“I wish we had time to stay longer,”’ Robin said. 
“That’s the only trouble with going to a museum 
—you always feel you’ve missed so much when 
you leave.” 

As they approached the station wagon, Robin, 
noticing that her watch showed it to be after eleven 
o’clock, suggested that they postpone their visit 
to the Pearl Gallery until the following day. 

“‘We’re not properly dressed anyway,” Mindy 
said, glancing at the boys, who were in jeans and 
sport shirts. 

“Why not?’ Kevin demanded. ‘‘What’s so 
special about the Pearl Gallery, I’d like to know?” 

“Oh, it’s not that there’s anything special,” 
Mindy said, “except that it isn’t like a public 
museum where anyone can come in and look.” 
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“No,” Robin added. ‘People who go to a private 
gallery usually are interested in buying something, 
I should think.” 

“Tm jolly well not interested in buying any of 
this stuff,’ Kevin declared, ‘‘but I get your point. 
We'd look sort of like four bulls in the china shop, 
wouldn’t we?” 

“Actually, wouldn’t it be better if we all didn’t 
go?” Mindy queried. ““Maybe if just Michael and 
Robin went, it wouldn’t seem so unusual.” 

“You mean I could pretend I was buying my 
girl a lovely Greek vase for her birthday?’ Michael 
chuckled. “It’s what she’s always wanted, you 
know!” 

‘““Oh, stop being silly!” Robin said, her cheeks 
red. ““Mindy’s got a point, and you know it, Mi- 
chael Hunter.” 

‘I suppose I could say I was working on a paper 
or a project or something,” Michael said, sober- 
ing again. “After all, the guard at the museum as- 
sumed that.” 

“It’s worth a try, anyway,” Kevin said. “‘Let’s set 
up Operation Pearl for tomorrow.” 


S e Operation Pearl 


THEY sToppeD for lunch at a drive-in before going to 
Olvera Street. 

“Say, Robin, how will you explain to Pilar about 
our going to the museum instead of to the Farmer’s 
Market?’’ Mindy asked after a smartly uniformed 
waitress had taken their order. ‘““Won’t she think 
it funny that we didn’t follow her suggestion?” 

“Pve been thinking about that,’’ Robin replied, 
“and about the chip I found in the ashes. I’ve al- 
most decided to tell her about it.” 

“Why didn’t you let her in on it in the first 
place?” Kevin asked. “‘Why so secretive?” 

Robin repeated what she had told Mindy the 
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night before—about her initial decision not to show 
the shard to Pilar. 

“But now I figure if she did have some special 
interest in that gold-colored vase at Santa Lucia, 
then we might as well try to find out what it was 
—if we can.” 

“And are you going to tell her about our plan to 
visit the Pearl Gallery, too?” Michael asked. “‘Per- 
sonally, I don’t see why not.” 

“Yes,” Robin said. “Ill simply tell her you and 
Kevin got into an argument about whether the 
chip was Greek or not and that we decided to 
settle the dispute by going to the museum.” 

Pilar was not in El Charro when they arrived, 
but Mrs. Diaz hurried up to them with a warm 
greeting, saying that her daughter had gone up- 
stairs to change from the Mexican costume she 
wore while waiting on table. 

“So many people we’ve had to serve!’’ she 
sighed, pushing back a stray lock of hair. ‘“‘Each 
year the crowds seem to get bigger, and we have 
no place to put even one more table. The wails are 
bulging already!” 

It was not long before Pilar appeared, her hair 
freshly brushed and her face shining. She was 
wearing an attractive red and white plaid dress. 

“I’m so glad you’re here!” she exclaimed breath- 
lessly. “‘I have news for you.”’ She motioned them 
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to sit down at a vacant table nearby. ‘‘Let me tell 
you before we start out.” 

*‘And we have news for you,’ Robin rejoined. 
“But you go first.” 

Pilar put both hands palm down on the table and 
leaned forward, at the same time glancing quickly 
over her shoulder to make sure no one was within 
earshot. 

‘*Those two men were here for lunch again to- 
day,” she said in a low voice, her black eyes 
sparkling, “‘and they sat at one of the tables where 
I was serving.” 

“Oh, wonderful!’ Robin exclaimed, clapping her 
hands. Then she, too, lowered her voice. “‘Did 
you hear what they were talking about?” 

“Well, I took as much time as I could serving 
them, and as little time as possible going to and 
from the kitchen,” Pilar replied, ‘“‘and, putting two 
and two together from what I heard, I think I may 
have the answer to the Lodatos’ mysterious actions!” 

“You haven’t!’’ Robin said, feeling a sudden 
little stab of regret that Pilar had beaten her 
to the solution, yet pleased at the thought that 
Ramon’s difficulties might be nearing an end. 
“Hurry and tell us. I can’t wait!’ 

“Well, at first they were talking about the large 
number of people who came to Olvera Street, 
especially during the festival seasons,” Pilar began, 
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“and how much money the Lodatos must make 
selling all those candles.” 

“They’re certainly right on that point, wouldn’t 
you say?” Kevin asked seriously. “I can’t believe 
Seftor Garcia takes much of a cut from the profits, 
and the overhead costs must be low.” 

‘Spoken like a shrewd businessman,” Michael 
laughed as he noticed Pilar nodding her head in 
agreement. “But what’s that got to do with the 
mystery, Pilar?’’ 

“If you two would stop talking we might find 
out,” Robin said a bit petulantly. “Give Pilar a 
chance, will you?” 

“The next thing I caught was the man in the 
striped suit saying, ‘But Mrs. Lodato wouldn’t go 
for your idea even though her husband seemed 
ready to buy it?’ And then the other one asked, 
‘Are you going to put any more pressure on them?’ 
Then, before answering, his pal asked me to hurry 
their order, so I had to go back to the kitchen.” 

‘What do you think the ‘idea’ was?” Mindy 
asked, leaning expectantly over the table. 

“I figured it must have been a new and quicker 
way to make candles,”’ Pilar announced exultantly. 
“It couldn’t have been anything else!” 

‘And that’s what probably started the whole 
commotion,” Kevin volunteered. “The Lodatos 
had been trying out the new gadget, whatever it 
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was, and spilled the wax, like Ramon’s father said, 
and it caught fire.” 

Robin didn’t say anything for a time. She sat 
with lowered head, fingering the edge of a napkin 
in front of her. 

**You don’t look as though you agreed with Pilar 
and Kev,” Michael said. ““What do you think?” 

“Gee, Pilar, I don’t mean to throw cold water 
on your theory,” Robin said, “but somehow it— 
well, it just seems too simple.” 

‘“‘What do you mean, for pete’s sake?” Kevin 
snapped. “Does everything have to be so darned 
complicated to suit you?” 

“No, not really,”” Robin replied, too deep in her 
analysis of the problem to resent her brother’s 
chiding remark, “‘but it doesn’t seem to me that 
just trying out a new machine, or method, or what- 
have-you would shake Ramén up so much that he 
would start failing in school and being so with- 
drawn and all, does it to you?” 

“I go along with Robin,” Mindy said. “Besides, 
they wouldn’t have had to be so secretive about the 
whole thing, would they?” 

“Sure they would,” Kevin disagreed. “It’s ob- 
vious that the Lodatos pride themselves on the fact 
that their candles are handmade. Didn’t you 
notice the signs all over the place advertising them 
as hand-dipped? So naturally if they were consider- 
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ing using some mechanical gadget they’d want to 
keep it to themselves. Right, Pilar?” 

“I guess so,”” Pilar responded with a soft smile, 
“‘but I see what Robin means, too. I’m afraid I was 
jumping to conclusions too fast.” 

“Look, Pilar, you may still be right,”’ Robin said, 
putting her hand on her friend’s arm. ‘“‘We’re just 
trying to consider all the angles.” 

“I know,” Pilar said with a sigh. ““What say we 
forget the two mysterious gentlemen for a while. 
Go on and tell me your news.” 

“Oh, I'd almost forgotten,’ Robin said, reach- 
ing into her pocket for the shard. “It’s really not 
that important. You see, Michael and Kev got into a 
real hassle last night over this silly little piece of 
broken pottery I picked up yesterday back of the 
candle shop.” 

Robin tossed it casually onto the table where it 
landed upside down. At the same time she kept a 
sharp eye on Pilar to see what her reaction would 
be. 

““Mike says it may be a piece from a Greek 
vase,”’ she continued. ‘““What do you think?” 

“‘Well, I’m certainly no authority on Greek art,” 
Pilar said laughingly as she reached for the piece, 
“but let me look at it more closely.” 

As she took up the chip and turned it over, the 
smile on her face was suddenly erased and the 
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color drained from her cheeks. She dropped the 
little piece of clay on the table as though it had 
been red-hot, but before Robin or any of the others 
could say anything, she had, with an almost im- 
perceptible shake of her head, regained her com- 
posure. It all happened so fast that Robin, had she 
not been watching intently, would never have 
noticed. 

“Why, it looks like a piece of an old plate,” 
Pilar said in a voice that was a little louder and a 
little higher than her normal tone. 

“But I’ve never seen any Mexican ware of this 
gold color,” Robin said. “‘Have you, Pilar?” 

““No, I haven’t seen clay like that used for vases 
or plates or dishes,”’ Pilar said slowly. ‘““Why does 
Michael think it’s Greek, anyway?” 

“Oh, all those little squiggles and triangles,” 
Mindy said with a laugh, picking up the piece and 
turning it in her hand. “He’s sure they’re words 
and not just decoration.” 

‘And to prove his point,” Robin said, “he 
dragged us all out to the museum in San Marino 
this morning.” 

‘**Yes?”’ Pilar said questioningly. “Did you find 
out anything?” 

The color had come back into her cheeks again, 
and she seemed genuinely interested in _ their 
project. 
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‘“As a matter of fact we did,” Michael replied. 
“There was a vase—they called it an amphora— 
that was the same color and had similar markings.” 

‘And that was the only thing?” Pilar asked. 
“Just a vase?” 

“Yes, just a vase,” Robin answered, wondering 
why Pilar had asked the question. ““Why, did you 
think there might have been something else?” 

“Oh, no, really!” Pilar replied, almost too quick- 
ly. “I was just curious!” 

Robin went on to tell Pilar about the plan for 
her and Michael to visit the Pearl Gallery. 

‘Would you like to go with us, Pilar? Even if 
you don’t actually go in, it still might be fun.” 

“Oh, I'd love to!’ Pilar said. ““When are you 
going?” 

“We thought we’d go tomorrow, but actually 
we can go any time you can get away,” Mindy 
said. ““The sooner the better.” 

“I’m away now!” Pilar responded with a gay 
laugh. “Why don’t we go this afternoon?” 

‘“‘That’s a great idea,” Kevin said. “I can’t wait 
to puncture old Mike’s theory.” 

After looking up the address of the gallery, they 
piled into the station wagon. They stopped briefly 
at the motel where Robin changed into a green 
wool skirt and matching sweater, and Michael put 
on a fresh shirt, gray flannels, and a blazer. 
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As they were driving up Hollywood Boulevard, 
Pilar, who had been pointing out various interest- 
ing places along the way, suggested they stop off 
for a few minutes at Graumann’s Chinese Theater. 

“It’s a famous movie house where they often 
have big opening nights,” she explained. ‘“‘You’ve 
probably heard about it. You can see where a lot 
of actors and actresses have had their hand prints 
set in cement on the sidewalk.” 

Michael was so busy listening to Pilar that he 
almost ran through a red light at the intersection 
of Hollywood and Vine, but he caught himself in 
time and slammed on the brakes. 

““Hey, for pete’s sake!” Kevin yelled as he 
braced himself against the dashboard. “Do you 
want me to drive?” 

“Keep your shirt on,” Michael said good- 
naturedly. “I’m sorry I shook you up, old boy. Ill 
watch my step in this big town.” 

“I guess you wouldn’t be the first one who’s run 
a light here,’ Pilar commented. “You know, 
Hollywood and Vine is one of the most famous 
intersections in the world—everybody wants to see 
it and maybe catch a glimpse of some celebrity.” 

In a few minutes they were approaching the 
theater, and Michael edged the station wagon to the 
curb. There was a lot of laughter as Robin knelt 
down and put her hands in the prints made by 
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Shirley Temple when she was just a little girl. 
Kevin, spotting the prints of Tom Mix, struck a 
pose which he hoped suggested a cowboy, thumbs 
in his pockets, and legs wide apart. 

‘‘We’d better get going,” Mindy warned. “It’s 
getting late, and we don’t know what time the 
gallery may close. Come on.” 

They drove southwest a few blocks and turned 
onto broad La Cienega Boulevard. Michael drove 
slowly to give them a chance to look at the shops 
along the way. As they approached the block where 
the Pearl Gallery was located, Robin said, “Don’t 
park right in front, Mike. They might think it 
funny to see us getting out of a car loaded with 
kids.” 

“They can’t be very busy if they have time to 
hang out the window and watch the cars go by,” 
Kevin commented wryly. 

“Well, an art gallery isn’t like a dime store,” 
Mindy laughed. “‘They probably don’t make more 
than a few sales a day—selling special and ex- 
pensive things as they do.” 

“Do I look all right, Mindy?’ Robin asked, trying 
to smooth her rebellious curls into place. “I’m 
scared to pieces. Honest I am!” 

“You look great,” Mindy assured her. “I’ve never 
known you to be scared, or if you were you never 
showed it.” 
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“Come on, old girl!” Michael said as he parked 
the car. ‘“‘Mindy’s right. You look like a million, 
so don’t worry.” 

Robin ducked out of the car in a hurry, 
straightened her skirt, slung the strap of her hand- 
bag over her shoulder, and joined Michael. To- 
gether they walked the short distance to the en- 
trance of the Pearl Gallery. The shop looked im- 
pressive even from the outside. In each of the two 
windows flanking the heavy glass door there were 
displays of French porcelain figurines against 
backgrounds of soft gray velvet. While admitting 
that the fragile figures of shepherds and shepherd- 
esses, ballet figures in lacy tutus, and elaborately 
coiffured ladies were exquisitely done, they both 
agreed that they wouldn’t want to collect that type 
of art. 

“It’s too delicate for my taste,’ Robin said, 
‘“‘and besides, think of having to dust all that stuff!” 

‘Listen,’ Michael retorted, “if you had money 
enough to buy ‘that stuff as you call it, you’d have 
fifteen or twenty servants just to dust it!” 

‘That'll be the day!’ Robin laughed. “But, any- 
way, they’ve served one purpose. Stopping to look 
at them has made me a little less jittery than I 
was when we left the car. Come on. Be 

‘*Hey! Wait a sec! Where’s the piece of clay?” 
Michael asked. ‘‘Don’t tell me we forgot it!” 
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““No, here it is,” Robin replied, reaching into her 
handbag. ‘“‘You’d better take it. Then you can 
honestly say a friend gave it to you.” 

Michael held the door open for Robin, who, 
glancing quickly around, felt relieved that there 
were no customers in the place. The one large 
room was illuminated by indirect lights set in the 
high ceiling. Here and there a spotlight was focused 
on a painting or a piece of sculpture. On the right 
side a long glass showcase held a collection of 
small articles, jewelry, antique paperweights, 
enameled snuffboxes, and silver serving pieces. 

Behind the counter a slightly built, middle-aged 
man was examining a large topaz. When he saw 
Robin and Michael he removed the little black 
magnifying glass from his eye and asked in a 
friendly way if he could be of service. Robin liked 
him at first sight, and any apprehension she may 
have felt vanished. 

“I’m hoping you may be able to help me identify 
this piece of pottery, sir,” Michael said, reaching 
into his pocket and producing the bit of clay. “It 
was given to me by a friend, and I’m curious about 
its origin.” 

The man replaced the jeweler’s loupe in his 
right eye and held the shard up for a close look, 
turning it this way and that for several seconds. 

‘‘Why, may I ask, did you think that 7 might be 
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able to help you?”’ he asked pleasantly. ‘““Were you 
referred to me by anyone special?” 

“You are Mr. Pearl?’ Robin asked expectantly, 
before Michael had a chance to answer the man’s 
question. 

He nodded and Michael said, ‘““You see, sir, we 
went to the museum hoping to get some informa- 
tion, and by good luck we found your special 
exhibition of Greek treasures.” 

‘‘And one of them, an amphora, was the same 
color as this!” Robin interrupted impetuously. 
“So we came right over to see you. I am Robin 
Kane and this is my friend, Michael Hunter.” 

Mr. Pearl laughed softly, obviously relishing 
Robin’s bubbling enthusiasm. 

“Yes, I am Mr. Pearl,”’ he said, “‘and I am de- 
lighted to meet you both. It is refreshing to see 
young people take an interest in archaeology, and 
I shall be glad to help in whatever way I can.” 

“Oh, thank you very much!” Robin said. “Do 
you think it is Greek? I mean—” 

“I’m sorry I can’t speak as an authority,’ Mr. 
Pearl replied. ‘My specialty happens to be 
eighteenth century works of art, but since I deal 
in a variety of periods and countries I maintain a 
staff of experts.” 

He glanced toward the rear of the gallery before 
continuing. 
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“As a matter of fact, Mr. Molfetas is in the 
shop at the moment. There is literally nothing about 
Greek art that he doesn’t know. It was he who last 
year brought back the amphora you mentioned, 
and just yesterday he returned from another trip 
to Greece. I shall call him.” 

Robin’s heart was pounding and she gave Mi- 
chael a glowing smile as Mr. Pearl went to sum- 
mon his assistant, but her feeling of well-being was 
short-lived. When Mr. Pearl returned, Robin saw 
in one horrified glance that Mr. Molfetas was the 
foreign-looking man in the pinstripe suit who had 
pushed her out of the way in the candle shop! 


9, Unexpected Fury 


MICHAEL HAD also recognized the man as the one 
Robin had pointed out at El Charro. Hearing her 
involuntary gasp, he gripped her arm tightly to 
warn her against making any sign of recognition. 
By the time the men had got behind the counter 
both Michael and Robin were in complete con- 
trol of themselves and acknowledged the intro- 
duction of the assistant with complete aplomb. 
Mr. Molfetas, for his part, was apparently un- 
aware of the identity of the two, for he gave no 
indication that he had ever seen them. He was 
graciousness personified as Mr. Pearl told of his 
skill in identifying and dating Greek treasures. 
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“‘Now, where is the piece in question?” he asked 
with a self-satisfied smile as he looked from Mr. 
Pearl to Robin and Michael. “I have no doubt I 
shall be able to place it accurately even though the 
shard may be small.” 

He made a smug little clucking noise as Mr. 
Pearl laid the piece of clay on a square of black 
velvet. Reaching into his pocket, he produced a 
pair of thick-lensed glasses in heavy metal frames 
which he took some time to adjust on his beaklike 
nose. 

Robin couldn’t help but be amused that after all 
the trouble he took putting them on, Mr. Molfetas 
actually looked under them as he began to inspect 
the tile. 

‘“‘What a fraud!” she thought to herself. “I 
wouldn’t trust that character as far as I could 
throw him!” 

Her musings were suddenly interrupted as Mr. 
Molfetas, after a cursory glance at the shard, 
snatched off his glasses and threw them with a 
great jangle on the glass counter top. The smile 
which had wreathed his face suddenly changed into 
something more like the ugly look of a snarling 
animal. His little yellow teeth were bared and 
his eyes, closed to mere slits, were menacing. 

“‘Where did you find this?’ he asked, the words 
coming slowly between his clenched teeth. 
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“I really don’t know exactly where my friend 
found it,’’ Michael replied evenly, determined not 
to give any definite information to this man whom 
he, like Robin, distrusted instinctively. 

Mr. Pearl, apparently taken aback by the 
strange reaction of his assistant, glanced nervously 
at Michael and Robin. Then, turning to Molfetas, he 
said, ““Why, Theo, what has upset you so? Is it the 
shard? Tell us!” 

As suddenly as he had become angry Mr. Mol- 
fetas resumed his original suavely smiling per- 
sonality. Again he took up his glasses and carefully 
put them on. 

“It is nothing—nothing at all,’ he purred. “I 
have been working very hard lately, and my nerves 
are frayed. My apologies. It was only that I was 
momentarily piqued by being bothered with a 
worthless piece of clay. Now if you will excuse 
me...’ He tossed the shard onto the counter, not 
even paying it the respect of putting it on the piece 
of cloth. 

He turned as though to go back to the rear of 
the shop, but Mr. Pearl put a restraining hand on 
his arm. 

“I know your trip has been a tiring one, Theo,” 
he said, “‘but I do. not like to dismiss anyone who 
comes to me for an opinion with merely a state- 
ment that what they have brought in is worthless. 
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Is there nothing further you might tell these young 
people?” 

“‘Nothing—absolutely nothing!” Molfetas said, 
folding his arms stiffly in front of him as though 
to emphasize his point. “Some child has picked up 
a broken plate from heaven knows where, and I 
am expected to say it is a Greek artifact!” He 
clucked again, this time registering his disgust. ‘I 
am too honest to delude anyone, even to gratify 
these junior archaeologists. I am sure, Mr. Pearl, 
you will respect my professional point of view, 
and that you—”’ he turned to Michael and Robin 
—‘‘will find some more worthy object for your 
research.” 

Mr. Pearl, obviously embarrassed, could only 
attempt to bring the interview to a speedy finish. 
He waved his assistant away with one hand while 
with the other he reached out in a gesture of 
apology to Robin and Michael across the counter 
from him. 

“Please don’t worry, Mr. Pearl,” Robin said. 
“Perhaps we should be the ones to apologize for 
imposing on you.” 

**Yes,”’ Michael added. ““We had no idea that 
we would stir up such a mare’s nest with this in- 
nocent-looking little scrap.” 

He took the shard from the counter and put it 
in his pocket. 
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“Thank you anyway, Mr. Pearl,” Robin said as 
she backed toward the door. ““Maybe someday 
we'll make a real discovery and prove to Mr. 
Molfetas that even junior archaeologists sometimes 
come up with something important.” 

“I hope so, my dear,” he replied as he came 
around front to open the door for them. “Don’t let 
this little episode dampen your enthusiasm.” 

“Oh, we won’t,” Michael said with a shake of 
his head. ““You can be sure of that! Good-bye, sir, 
and thank you.” 


They tore back to the station wagon, not taking 
even. a moment to talk about their visit. As soon 
as they got inside they were besieged by questions 
from the others, everyone talking at once in their 
eagerness to find out what had happened. Finally 
Robin threw up her hands. 

“I can’t hear myself think!” she cried. “You 
should have been there!” 

‘**Well, we weren’t, dear sister,” Kevin said, “so 
step on it and cue us in.” 

“In the first place,’ Robin began, “‘there’s a lot 
more to what went on than meets the eye!”’ 

“You can say that again,” Michael chimed in. 
“One of the first things that met our eye was our 
friend in the pinstripe suit!” 

“You don’t mean it!” Pilar cried. ““What was 
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he doing in there of all places?” 

‘*His name is Mr. Molfetas, and he’s supposed to 
be an authority on Greek art,’’ Michael explained. 
**At least, that’s what Mr. Pearl told us.” 

**He may be all of that,” Robin said, “but there’s 
something very fishy about him!” 

**Like what?’’ Kevin asked. ““Come on, for pete’s 
sake! Don’t take all day!” 

When they had quieted down, and Michael had 
started the car, Robin lost no time in telling them 
about the smugly confident attitude Mr. Molfetas 
had shown at the beginning of the interview and 
how it had changed to overt hostility when he saw 
the shard. 

“‘He took one teeny look at it—that’s all—and 
then turned on us,” Robin said. “It was just as 
though he’d seen it before and didn’t want to 
discuss it with us or with Mr. Pearl.” 

“And then he became sort of apologetic,” 
Michael went on. “He changed character like a 
chameleon changes color.” 

““You know what I think?” Robin said. “I think 
he realized the minute he lost control of himself 
that we would wonder why and would get more 
curious about the piece of clay. His next reaction 
was to put all of the blame on himself because 
he was so worn-out and nervous.” 

“‘That’s right,” Michael agreed. “Then he fol- 
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lowed that up by bugging us for bringing in a 
piece of junk and wasting his time. He wanted us 
to lose interest in it.” 

“A perfect ploy, I’d say!’ Kevin exclaimed. 
“Boy, I’d like to tell that character he can’t stop 
us that way!” 

“So would I,” Robin said. “But we can’t waste 
our time thinking about what we’d like to tell old 
Theo. We’ve got to find out why the sight of the 
shard made him blow his stack.” 

‘*‘And why did he tell Mr. Pearl he had been in 
Greece when he was right here in Los Angeles all 
the time?” Michael said. 

*“‘Really?” Pilar exclaimed. “Why, he’s been in 
El Charro at least five times that I know of in the 
last couple of weeks.”’ 

“Are you sure it’s the same guy?” Kevin asked, 
looking around at Robin from the front seat. “‘After 
all, you’ve only seen him once, you know.” 

“Twice,” Robin corrected him. “The day of the 
fire P’ll admit I didn’t have a chance to get all the 
details, but when I saw him in the restaurant I 
was ’specially careful to notice everything, and be- 
lieve me unless Mr. Molfetas has an identical twin 
he’s the same man I saw at El Charro. He even 
had on the same horrible orange tie.” 

‘‘Remind me never to wear my orange tie again!” 
Michael quipped. “But seriously, Kev, I think 
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Robin’s right. It is one and the same person.” 

“‘And who’s his friend—the one with the black 
eye patch?” Mindy asked. “Do you suppose he’s 
another of Mr. Pearl’s experts?” 

“TI don’t think so,’ Robin replied slowly, “‘but I 
mean to find out the next time he shows up at E/ 
Charro.” 

**How do you expect to do that?” Kevin inquired. 
“Don’t tell me you’re going to walk up and say, 
‘Pardon me, sir, but haven’t I seen you at the Pearl 
Gallery?’ ”’ 

“‘My methods may be crude sometimes,” Robin 
replied, “but I hope I could think of something a 
little less obvious than that!’ 

“Okay, like what?’’ Kevin persisted. “‘Let’s hear 
your plan, Sis.” 

“Tm going to follow him. That’s my plan,” 
Robin announced in a positive tone of voice. 

“Youre going to what?’’ Mindy asked in disbe- 
lief. “Are you out of your mind?” 

“IT know certain parties think I am,” Robin said 
with a chuckle, looking pointedly at her brother, 
“but I think the plan is a good one. Of course, it 
all depends on whether those two show up again at 
El Charro, but I somehow think they will. I just 
hope it’s tomorrow! After they’ve had lunch, I in- 
tend to trail Mr. Patch.” 

‘Can we come along?’ Kevin asked eagerly, 
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apparently so intrigued with the plan that he forgot 
for once to bait his sister. “‘I’d love to try being a 
gumshoe!”’ 

“Thanks, but no!’’ Robin replied with a touch 
of coolness. “I want to be as inconspicuous as 
possible, and I’ll be careful—no risks, I promise. 
If the going looks dangerous [ll call it quits. 
Okay?” 

“I don’t altogether like the idea,” Michael said 
with a shake of his head, “but I know Robin 
when she has her mind made up. How about my 
trailing her?’ 

‘We could all trail each other,” Pilar said with 
a laugh, “but, seriously, so long as Robin has 
promised not to take any chances, I don’t think 
there’s any danger, do you?” 

“I don’t suppose there is,” Michael said slowly, 
“but I—well, I can’t help thinking of that one 
chance in a hundred that something might go 
wrong. How about it, Robin? If I promise to keep 
out of your way but within earshot may I follow 
along?” 

“Sure, Mike,”’ Robin replied, secretly rather re- 
lieved that her impulsively conceived plan would 
not have to be carried out alone. “I wouldn’t think 
of refusing you after the help you gave me when 
you subdued the Phantom.” 

‘‘Well, we can’t do anything until Mr. Patch 
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shows up,” Kevin said, “so why don’t we make 
some plans for tonight?” 

‘““How about going back to Olvera Street?’ 
Mindy suggested. “‘I haven’t seen half enough of it, 
and there’ll be La Posada to watch again tonight.” 

*‘And shouldn’t we look in on Senor Garcia?” 
Robin asked. ““He wanted us to come back, you 
know.” 

‘**He’d love to see you,” Pilar said warmly. “‘He 
gets awfully lonely since he had to give up the 
shop. Let’s go there first; then we can get a bite to 
eat at our place.” 

They found Sefor Garcia sitting by the window, 
a shawl around his thin shoulders against the cool- 
ness of the evening. A charcoal fire was burning in 
a small corner fireplace, and on the hearth, close 
to the coals, was a pot of good-smelling stew. 

The old gentleman put aside the paper he had 
been reading as they came in and welcomed them 
with outstretched hands. 

““My friends! How good of you to come!” he 
said. “Forgive my not standing, but my knees—” 
he patted them as he spoke—‘‘in each one there is 
a little demon who pinches me with hot tongs if I 
move about too freely!” 

‘Stay right where you are, sefor,” Pilar urged 
him. “I see Papa has brought you your supper. 
While you talk with my friends, Ill fix you a tray. 
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We'll fool those little imps—you won’t have to 
move an inch.” 

She brushed the old man’s head with a kiss as 
she skipped into the adjoining room. 

Seftor Garcia glanced at the newspaper on the 
floor. It was open to the comic section. 

“You know,” he said, “my day is brightened 
by that paper.” He chuckled to himself before 
continuing. “I don’t know what I’d do without the 
‘Family Scene’ to keep me company—I almost 
feel as though I were one of them.” 

“Jiminy crickets!’ Robin exclaimed. “We're 
part of the family—Kevin and me!” 

‘**You’re what?” Senor Garcia asked, a puzzled 
expression on his face as he looked at the group 


around him. 

“Yes, sefior,”’ Kevin said, reaching for the 
paper. ““You see, our dad draws the ‘Family 
Scene’ for a syndicate, and although he doesn’t 
use us as actual models, he does use some of the 
scrapes and funny situations we manage to get 
into as material for his strip. See, here I am. And 
here’s our little sister Amy.” 

‘Then you must be Fatso!” SeRor Garcia said, 
smiling at Robin. “I can see your father doesn’t 
use you as a model. You're much prettier and 
much—how shall I say?—-slimmer than Fatso.” 

‘**Thank you, sir,’ Robin said, her face red- 
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dening. “I’m glad I finally outgrew that charac- 
teristic, but Daddy continues to draw old Fatso 
fat!” 

‘Well, I hope he’ll continue to give his fans 
many more years of enjoyment. Now tell me what 
you’ve been doing with yourselves. Did you join 
in La Posada last night?’ 

Pilar came back just as he asked the question, 
carrying a neatly arranged tray which she put on 
a small table at Sewor Garcia’s side. Taking the 
bowl from it, she went to the hearth and filled it 
with the hot stew which she urged the old man to 
eat while they continued their chat. 

“Well, we’ve been trying to find out more about 
what’s going on in the candle shop,” Pilar replied. 
“We're all sure something wrong is going on.” 

“Yes,” Robin continued as Pilar paused. “First, 
there are your suspicions about the fire, and then 
Mrs. Lodato saw me pick up a bit of pottery back 
of the shop and nearly had a fit. She said 
it was a treasured vase that had got broken in the 
blaze.” 

‘And besides that, there’s this funny-looking 
man that Pilar has seen in E/ Charro, and he turns 
up at an art gallery way out on La Cienega Boule- 
vard,”’ Kevin added. 

Senor Garcia stopped eating and shook his head, 
bewilderment showing in his eyes. 
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‘“’m not surprised you’re confused by all this,” 
Michael said. ‘“‘Let me explain about the gallery.” 

He took the shard out of his pocket and showed 
it to Senor Garcia as he proceeded to tell about 
the argument he had had with Kevin about its 
source. 

“That’s why we decided to follow through and 
see if we could find out more about it,” he said. 
“Have you any ideas, sir?” 

Sefior Garcia turned the shard over in his thin 
hands for some time before replying. He examined 
first the brown underside and then the glazed side 
with its strange markings. 

“It has been many years,” he began slowly, 
““many years since I left Tlaquepaque, and I have 
forgotten much about the town, but one thing I 
remember well—the beautiful pottery. This little 
fragment, small though it is, somehow takes me 
back to my boyhood home.” 

“Did Ramén’s mother come from Tlaque- 
paque?”’ Pilar asked. ‘“‘Could the vase she says got 
broken be one that came from there?’’ 

“It could be,” Sefior Garcia acknowledged. “I 
don’t know. I never heard the Lodatos say where 
they came from. It might be they used to live 
there or in San Antonio or Guadalajara. All these 
places produce exceptional pottery—better than 
any other in Mexico.” 


THE CANDLE SHOP MYSTERY 127 


“Oh, I wish we could find out!” Robin ex- 
claimed. “If only we could ask Ramén!”’ 

“Why can’t you?” the old man inquired softly. 
“Isn’t he helping in the shop?” 

“‘We don’t know where he is,” Robin replied. 
““Last night when the pilgrims knocked on the door 
of the candle shop during La Posada, no one 
answered, and none of us have seen the Lodatos 
since.” 

“This morning the shop doors were still closed,” 
Pilar added. ‘‘We’ve been gone all afternoon, and 
when we came back it was after their regular clos- 
ing time.” 

**Have you heard any signs of life down there?” 
Michael asked. “I remember your saying there 
were odd sounds coming from the Lodatos’ shop.” 

“It has been strangely silent, as you say,” Senor 
Garcia answered, “until late this afternoon, when 
I heard loud talking. There seemed to be three 
people, but the third was not Ramon. It was a 
man’s voice.” 

“TI wonder if it was one of our friends,’’ Robin 
mused, almost to herself. “‘I’d be willing to bet it 
was!” 


10. The Mysterious Mr. Patch 


It was growing dark as they said good-bye to Sefor 
Garcia. On the way out Robin stopped to look at 
the ventilator hole in the floor through which so 
much smoke had poured the previous day. She 
knelt down, cautiously pushed the little lever which 
opened the louvers, and looked below. 

‘Do you see anything?’ Kevin asked eagerly, 
bending over her. 

Robin turned her head, pressing her fingers to 
her lips for quiet. Then she stooped again and 
listened intently for several seconds before closing 
the vent. 

“I couldn’t see anything or hear any voices,” 


128 


THE CANDLE SHOP MYSTERY 129 


she announced as she stood up, “but there was a 
funny .kind of whirring noise—almost like an 
electric fan.” 

“‘They’re probably still trying to clear the air 
down there,’”’ Kevin said. “Smoke fumes are aw- 
fully hard to get rid of. You can still get whiffs of 
it up here.” He wrinkled his nose as he spoke. 

They hurried down the stairs and across the 
alley to the rear door of E/ Charro, Pilar in the 
lead. 

“We'll scoot in the back way,” she called over 
her shoulder, ‘‘and see if Papa has saved us some 
supper.” 

They found the kitchen deserted except for 
Manuela and Pilar’s mother, who were sitting at a 
small table over cups of black coffee. 

“Did you think we were lost?” Pilar asked as 
they came in. 

“Well .’ Mrs. Diaz replied with a wry smile. 
“You know mothers always worry, but Manuela 
assured me that you were all old enough to take 
care of yourselves, so I tried to relax.” 

‘‘We’ve had a wonderful day and we’ve seen so 
much,” Robin exclaimed. ““Graumann’s and the 
museum and an art gallery!” 

‘““You must be starved,’ Pilar’s mother said, 
rising and going over to the big black stove on 
which a couple of pots still remained from the 
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evening meal. “Your father has gone out to join 
the procession tonight—he wouldn’t miss that 
for the world—but he made sure there was some 
chili con carne and tacos left for you. And here 
are some cold fried peppers to munch on while the 
other things are heating.” 

“Gee! I expected these to burn my tongue,” 
Kevin said after taking a small bite. ““But they’re 
sweet as an apple.” 

‘‘The green ones aren’t hot,” Pilar said, “‘but 
watch out for the little red chili peppers! They’re 
like fire!’’ 

The menu was pronounced perfect by everyone. 

“Another helping?” Mrs. Diaz asked as she 
noted the rapidly emptying plates. ‘“There’s plenty 
more.” 

“TI haven’t room for a single bean!’’ Michael re- 
plied, holding his sides and leaning back in his 
chair. “Besides, we ought to be getting out to the 
street if we don’t want to miss anything.” 

“We'll pick you up here in a little while,” Mindy 
told Manuela as they were leaving. ‘““You and Mrs. 
Diaz will have time for some more coffee while 
we’re gone.” 

“And some more talk!’’ Manuela laughed. “I 
don’t think we’ll ever get caught up!” 

The crowds seemed to be even larger than the 
night before. Everyone was in a holiday mood, 
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laughing and singing as they strolled up and down 
the street. A group of children had congregated 
under the pifiata, a huge earthenware jar made in 
the shape of a fantastic bird which had been hung 
high above their heads in the center of the street. 
Each one dreamed of the candy and toys it con- 
tained. On Christmas Eve one of the fathers would 
untie the rope which held it and, by pulling and 
releasing the rope, would make the big bird bob 
and sway over the children’s heads. The little ones 
would be blindfolded and would take turns trying 
to whack the jar with a broad stick until one of 
them broke it and the contents spilled onto the 
street. Then there would be a wild scramble for the 
goodies. 

“Pll never forget the year J broke the pifiata,” 
Pilar said as they stood watching the children. “I 
was just six, and Sewor Garcia was the one who 
worked the rope that year. I’ve always suspected 
that he made it easy for me to hit the bird. I still 
have a little straw angel that fell out of the pinata.” 

Farther on they stopped to listen to an old blind 
man playing on a small harp and singing a Mexican 
song. Robin noticed that Mindy’s eyes were misty as 
she took some coins from her purse and dropped 
them into the bowl near the man’s feet. 

“Dios te bendiga!’’ he said when he heard the 
clink of the coins. ‘“‘“God bless you!” 
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“Oh, how terrible not to be able to see!” Mindy 
murmured. “Does he live here in Olvera Street, 
Pilar?” 

“Yes, he lives comfortably with his daughter 
and her family. Everyone loves him, and every 
year during La Posada he begs on the street.” 

“What a racket!” Kevin said disgustedly. ‘“Why 
should he take people’s money if he doesn’t need 
it?” 

“TI happen to know why,” Pilar said softly, link- 
ing her arm in Kevin’s as they walked along. “I 
once asked the same question. He believes that his 
blindness is a reminder to others that sight is a 
precious gift, and at Christmas we should all count 
our blessings and remember those less fortunate 
than ourselves. And do you know what he does 
with the money he collects? He gives every cent 
of it to a home for blind children.” 

Kevin, as he heard this, was silent. He kicked 
at a stone in the street and sent it bouncing into 
the gutter. 

**He’s really wishing he could kick himself,” 
Robin thought, “for asking Pilar that question.” 

Then in an effort to divert attention from her 
embarrassed brother, Robin pointed at a puppet 
show she had noticed and said, ““Come on! That 
looks like fun!’’ She dashed across the street, fol- 
lowed by the others. 
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By now the candlelight procession was forming, 
and, as on the previous evening, Pilar and her 
friends followed its progress along the street. They 
were especially anxious to see if anyone would 
come to the Lodatos’ door tonight. As the pilgrims 
approached the candle shop, one of the men again 
rapped with his staff on the shuttered door. 

It appeared at first that nothing was going to 
happen, but finally Robin saw one of the doors 
open a crack. Ramoén poked his head out. He 
listened to the traditional greeting and then called 
out in a loud clear voice, ““No posada! No posada!”’ 

Before he closed the door behind him he looked 
quickly over the crowded street and caught sight 
of Pilar and her friends, who were jumping up and 
down and waving their hands to get his attention. 

“See you tomorrow, Pilar!’ he called out, but 
before she had time to reply he had gone inside. 

‘‘Well, that’s some assurance!”” Robin remarked. 
“At least we'll have something hopeful to look 
forward to. Maybe he’ll have some news for us.” 

“It’s wonderful just to have seen him and know 
he’s all right,” Pilar said. “‘I was so worried!” 

The crowds were beginning to break up, and at 
Michael’s suggestion they decided to go back to 
El Charro and pick up Manuela. Just as they 
started down the alley Robin let out a little cry of 
surprise. 
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“Isn’t that our Mr. Patch?” she cried, pointing 
to a man sitting on the steps leading up to the big 
cross which stood at the head of the street. 

“It certainly is!” Pilar said. ““Robin, now’s your 
chance to trail him!” 

““How can you trail him when he’s just sitting 
there doing nothing?” Kevin asked. ““Want me to 
go up back of him and say, ‘Boo”?”’ 

“Oh, you and your ideas!”’ Robin scoffed. “‘Lis- 
ten, you all go back to El] Charro, and Michael and 
I will hang around here and see where he goes. 
After all, he can’t stay there all night!’ 

“How will we get back to the motel?” Mindy 
asked. “Or should we wait for you at Pilar’s?” 

“Tell Manuela what’s happened,’ Robin said. 
“You don’t have to go into detail—just explain 
that we have a lead about the candle shop mystery 
we want to explore. You all take a taxi and Mi- 
chael and I will come back and pick up the wagon 
later on.” 

Michael and Robin detached themselves from 
the group and scurried into the middle of the street 
between two of the little puestos, where they were 
fairly inconspicuous but able to keep an eye on the 
mysterious Mr. Patch. 

‘*Have you got money with you?” Michael whis- 
pered. ‘“‘We may have to take a taxi back here, 
you know.” 
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“Jiminy crickets! I hadn’t thought of that!’ 
Robin admitted. “Do you think he’ll lead us that 
far away? I’ve got most of the ten dollars Mom 
gave me.” 

‘**You hold on to that,” Michael said, ‘‘just in 
case we should get separated. I don’t think we will, 
but you never can tell, and it’s better to be pre- 
pared.” 

“Oh, Mike, I’m beginning to wonder if we should 
call this off, at least until we have a chance to 
follow him in the daytime,” Robin said in a hushed 
voice. “It’s awful dark and—” 

“It’s all right with me if you delay your plan,” 
Michael replied, giving one of her hands a squeeze. 
“You’re the boss!” 

This was enough to reassure Robin. Straighten- 
ing her shoulders, she smiled up at him. “Forget 
what I said, Mike. Tonight may be our only 
chance!” 

It seemed to both of them that they had waited 
for hours before the man finally moved. Had it 
not been for the bright lights of the Christmas 
decorations they would have had difficulty in ob- 
serving him, but at last he stretched his arms over 
his head, yawned, and stood up. 

“Okay, Robin, on your way,” Michael whispered. 
“Tl be as close behind you as possible without 
being seen. If you want me, just whistle.” 
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“If I’m too scared to make my whistler work, 
Pll just plain scream!” Robin giggled. 

The man with the eye patch didn’t seem in any 
hurry to leave Olvera Street, although by now 
most of the crowd had dispersed. He sauntered 
across the street to the Plaza and then on to the 
old Mission Church. At first Robin thought he was 
going to walk on by, but she noticed that after 
giving a quick look over his shoulder toward Olvera 
Street he disappeared into the church. 

She lost no time in skipping across the street, 
motioning Michael with a wave of her arm to fol- 
low. She went in through one of the great doors, 
staying close to the wall to be as inconspicuous as 
possible. Glancing around the church, which was 
lighted at this hour only by the soft glow of many 
candles, she finally saw the man sitting in a pew 
about halfway to the altar. Robin slid into a seat 
near the back of the church and waited. Was he 
going to stay all night? she wondered, as minute 
after minute went by and he made no move. Robin 
looked at her watch and was barely able to make 
out the time in the dim light. She found that 
actually it had been only five minutes since she and 
Michael had left their post near the puesto. 

“*T’ll wait another five minutes,” Robin decided, 
“and then if he hasn’t moved I'll call it quits.” 

She had no sooner come to this decision than 
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she saw him rise, glance hurriedly around, and 
start up the center aisle of the church. Robin 
crouched down as low as she could to avoid being 
seen, and the man went by apparently without 
noticing her. She slid out the end of the pew near 
the side wall and emerged from the church just in 
time to see him hurry across the Plaza and back 
to Olvera Street. As she started to follow, she 
caught sight of Michael standing in the shadow 
of the Mission doorway. He gave a quick signal 
indicating that he, too, had seen the man. 

Robin fairly had to run to keep up with Mr. 
Patch as he made his way without looking to right 
or left to the far end of the street. Then, leaving 
the little Mexican settlement, he turned north. 
Robin noticed the names of the streets as she fol- 
lowed along. She was soon in a part of the city that 
was completely strange to her. Rounding a corner 
near College Street, she suddenly realized she was 
in the Chinese section. The colorfully painted 
pagodas and the bright neon lights in exotic shapes 
above the shops and restaurants came upon her so 
unexpectedly that she forgot for a moment to keep 
her eye on Mr. Patch. When she looked for him 
he was gone! 

““Now I’ve gone and done it 
self. ““P’ve let him get away.” 

She walked on a little farther, searching both 


yo? 


she said to her- 
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sides of the street frantically. Mr. Patch seemed to 
have vanished into thin air. Just as she was about 
to turn back, Michael joined her. 

“Did you see where he went?’ Robin asked. 
“Stupid me, I let him get away!” 

“Don’t worry,” Michael said, pulling her quickly 
into a doorway. “I saw him go into a shop just a 
little way up the street. If you walk ahead you'll 
probably see him.” 

“Thank heavens!” Robin cried. “Do you think 
that’s the end of the trail, or will he go on from 
there?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine, old girl,’’ Mi- 
chael said, “but we had better get a move on or 
he’ll give us the slip again.” 

Michael was right. As Robin approached one of 
the many small shops selling Oriental products, 
she saw Mr. Patch in conversation with one of 
the clerks in the back of the store. 

“It won’t do any harm to find out what he’s 
looking at,” she thought to herself. “If I go in and 
buy some little souvenir, I may get some infor- 
mation.” 

She sauntered as casually as possible into the 
store. A clerk greeted her and asked if he could be 
of any help. 

**May I look around a bit?” Robin asked. ‘‘There 
are so many fascinating things in here.” 
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““Yes, yes!” came the polite reply. ““Take your 
time.” 

Robin did just that. She wandered down the 
narrow aisle, looking at the lovely jade jewelry, the 
silk robes, and the ivory carvings. Mr. Patch, she 
discovered, was examining several pieces of pink 
quartz. As she approached she heard him remark 
that he couldn’t make a final decision until he 
had consulted his wife—he would certainly bring 
her in soon to choose which figurine he should 
purchase. After thanking the clerk for her help, he 
started out. 

When Robin entered the shop she had noticed 
a basket near the door containing little packets of 
incense. They were marked at twenty-five cents 
apiece. Now she hurriedly grabbed one of them 
and, giving a quarter to the clerk, she left just be- 
hind Mr. Patch and resumed her pursuit. 

He was walking much more slowly than he had 
before, and she paced herself accordingly, trying 
to keep a good distance between them. At the 
next corner he stopped, consulted his watch, and 
joined a fairly large crowd of people who, Robin 
assumed, were waiting for a bus. Within minutes 
it came into sight. Realizing that she had no time 
to try to consult Michael, Robin elbowed her way 
up to the door of the bus and got on, shielded from 
the man’s view by an enormous ‘woman loaded 
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with boxes and bags full of Christmas gifts. 

Mr. Patch found a seat, but the bus was filling 
rapidly, and by the time Robin had paid her fare, 
there were no vacancies. She edged toward the 
rear of the bus, being careful to keep her back to 
the side where the man was sitting, until she came 
to a spot where she had a good view of him with- 
out being seen herself. 

He was very close. Robin suddenly felt panicky 
as she realized that she had once again let her im- 
pulses lead her into what might be a ticklish situa- 
tion, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she 
saw Michael swing onto the bus just as it was start- 
ing up. 

“Good old Mike!” she thought. ‘‘I should have 
known I could depend on him!” 


11. A Make-Believe Expert 


THE sus had not made more than two or three 
stops when the woman who had been sitting 
on the window side of the seat next to Mr. Patch 
got up to leave. Robin was taken completely by 
surprise when the man looked around at her and 
suggested she take the empty place, at the same 
time moving over to make room for her. What 
astonished her even more was that he now wore 
no patch! His dark brown eyes looked perfectly 
normal to her. Her astonishment must have shown 
in her face, for as she thanked him and settled her- 
self in the seat he said, “I see you are wondering 
about my eye patch.” 

“Well, I—that is, you were wearing one when 
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you got on the bus,” Robin replied. 

The man laughed softly before replying. 

‘**You’re a very observant young lady, and quite 
good at trailing people, too, aren’t you?” 

Robin’s heart began to pound, and she could 
hardly find words to answer him. 

“Oh, I didn’t mean any harm! Really, I just 
hoped—that is. I thought. - 

She stared straight ahead of her, not daring to 
face him. 

“It’s all right,” he assured her. “I’ve known 
ever since the day I first saw you in El Charro 
that you had some interest in either me or my 
luncheon companion—just what, I wasn’t sure. 
Would you like to tell me about it?” 

Despite his friendly manner, Robin was fully 
expecting the man to become as angry as Mr. 
Molfetas had been. It took every bit of courage 
she could summon to look directly at him and 
answer his question forthrightly. 

“Tl admit I’ve been following you, sir,”’ she be- 
gan, “‘because I wanted to find out if you’re as 
big a fake as Mr. Molfetas seems to be, and I 
figured I might learn something about you if I 
found out where you went after you left Olvera 
Street!” 

Instead of becoming angry, the man burst out 
laughing. 
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“So you think Molfetas is a fake, young lady,” 
he said. ““You know, it might be that we could be 
mutually helpful.” 

“You mean you suspect him, too?”’ Robin gasped. 
“But who are you? And why are you so friendly 
with Mr. Molfetas if you don’t trust him?” 

The man reached into his breast pocket and 
drew out his wallet. Opening it, he held it in front 
of Robin. 

“This may answer some of your questions,” he 
said. “You see, I am a plainclothesman for the 
city police, and the patch was a little device to 
make me look less like a detective.” 

Robin had only to take a quick look at the pic- 
ture in the wallet, and the official badge pinned 
inside, to assure herself that the man was telling 
the truth. His name, she noted, was John Abdullah. 
Her confidence began to return, and she felt a 
glimmer of hope that at long last she might be 
close to the solution of the candle shop mystery. 

“*My parents came here before I was born,” he 
volunteered, ‘hence my American first name and 
my Indian surname.” 

“I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Abdullah,” Robin 
said. “I’m Robin Kane, and I’ll be only too glad 
to help you if I can.” 

“Robin Kane, eh?’ He pondered that for a 
moment before asking, ‘“‘And who is your friend— 
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the nice-looking young man up there at the front 
of the bus?” 

Robin felt her face grow warm. 

“Either you’re an awfully good detective or 
we’re very bad at covering our tracks,” she 
said, smiling, ‘because I had no idea you knew 
we were following you. That’s Michael Hunter. We 
drove down from Pacific Point a few days ago with 
Pilar Diaz. Her parents run El Charro.”’ 

“Pacific Point? Kane?” the detective repeated. 
“That rings a bell in my mind. Haven’t you been 
involved in some pretty exciting adventures—ex- 
citing enough to make the newspapers?” 

“Well, sort of,” Robin answered modestly. “I 
seem to get myself mixed up in strange situations 
every now and then.” 

“And you think there’s a ‘situation’ in Olvera 
Street and that Mr. Molfetas is part of the pic- 
ture?” 

“Pilar told us about a lot of strange things that 
have been going on at the candle shop,” Robin 
replied. “‘Ramon Lodato failing in school, and the 
whole Lodato family getting more and more secre- 
tive and all, and then there was the fire and—oh, 
a lot of things!” 

Mr. Abdullah glanced out of the window. 

“Say, the next stop is mine,” he said. “Sup- 
pose you and your friend hop off there and we can 
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talk a little more. Then I'll put you on a bus that 
will take you back to Olvera Street.” 

“Okay!”’ Robin said, her spirits soaring. “I’ll 
go up and tell Michael.” 

The driver left them in a residential section on 
the outskirts of Pasadena. Robin introduced the 
bewildered Michael to Mr. Abdullah and then, 
perching herself on a nearby bench, proceeded to 
tell him of their conversation on the bus. 

‘Well, that’s a relief to me, sir,” Michael said 
with a laugh. “‘I must admit I didn’t know where 
Robin’s crazy plan would lead us.” 

““Not so crazy, as it turns out,” the detective re- 
plied. “I wouldn’t worry about this young lady. 
She apparently can take care of herself very well.” 

“That she can!” Michael agreed. ‘But I still 
like to keep tabs on her.” 

“‘Now it’s getting pretty late, so let me briefly 
cue you in on our interest in the Lodatos,”’ Mr. 
Abdullah said. “Actually it is not they but Mr. 
Molfetas that we’re interested in primarily. We 
have reason to suspect that he is dealing in 
fraudulent works of art, and may be using the 
Lodatos as pawns in his racket.” 

“So you’re pretending to be some kind of art 
expert, too,” Robin asked, “‘so he’ll tip his hand?’ 

“‘Deduced like a real sleuth!’’ the detective said 
with a laugh. “Yes, that’s the idea. I struck up an 
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acquaintance with him after following him to 
Olvera Street, persuading him that I could use my 
influence to market phony East Indian pottery for 
him. I was supposed to close the deal with him to- 
night, but for some reason or other he failed to 
show up.” 

“I think I know why,’’ Robin said, her eyes 
bright, and she told of finding the shard and of Mr. 
Molfetas’ reaction when he saw it. “I think he’s 
decided to lie low for a while until we lose interest 
in it or go away or something.” 

When Michael showed the detective the little 
fragment of pottery, Mr. Abdullah nodded. 

“This further confirms my suspicions that the 
Lodatos are turning out some kind of ceramic 
ware in the back of their shop,” the detective said. 
“Would you mind if I kept this as evidence?” 

Michael glanced at Robin, who readily agreed to 
give him the shard. Then, reaching into his pocket, 
the detective produced a folded paper napkin. It 
was covered with what at first appeared to be a lot 
of doodles, but Robin and Michael, looking at it 
more closely, recognized some of them as the same 
markings as appeared on the shard. 

“‘Molfetas drew these?” she asked, looking ex- 
pectantly at the detective. 

He nodded as he put the napkin back in his 
pocket. “I managed to pick it up without his 
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noticing it after one of our luncheon dates,” he 
said. “But, you know, I can’t bring myself to be- 
lieve the Lodatos would be involved in such an 
illicit business—they just don’t seem the type.” 

“I don’t think they are either,” Michael com- 
mented. “Pilar has told us a lot about them, espe- 
cially Ramon, and they—well—they seemed to be 
just like the other families who work in Olvera 
Street until fairly recently.” 

“What do you mean?” the detective asked. “I 
think you have more information about the Lodatos 
than I’ve been able to gather. Whenever I’ve dropped 
into the shop, they’ve been very closemouthed.” 

Robin related what Pilar had told them about 
the recent change in the Lodatos’ attitudes. 

“Well, that confirms my feelings about them,” 
Mr. Abdullah said, slowly shaking his head. “I was 
about to ask that a search warrant be issued, but 
aside from the fact that my evidence was rather 
sketchy, I couldn’t bring myself to do it, especially 
at Christmastime.” 

“Oh, I’m so glad you didn’t!” Robin cried. 
“There must be some other way to get the goods 
on that horrid Molfetas character. I just know he’s 
behind all their trouble!” 

The three were silent for a time, trying to think 
of a plan, but before any scheme occurred to 
them the bus back to the city came into sight. Mr. 
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Abdullah quickly jotted down his telephone num- 
ber and asked that they keep their eyes open for 
unusual developments. 

“Call me any time, day or night,” he said as the 
bus came to a stop. 

“You'll be hearing from us!” Robin called as 
she got on board. ‘“‘We’ll find out something for 
sure!” 

‘Your perpetual optimism continues to amaze 
me,” Michael said when they were seated in the 
bus. “You look like the cat who’s swallowed a 
half-dozen goldfish.” 

“It’s actually all done with mirrors,” Robin 
sighed. “I’m not the least bit optimistic at the 
moment, but there’s no need to let that nice Mr. 
Abdullah know how I feel!” 

She stifled a yawn, and within minutes her head 
fell on Michael’s shoulder and she was fast asleep. 

It was well past midnight by the time Robin 
and Michael had picked up the station wagon and 
driven back to the motel. They unlocked the door 
of their suite, being careful not to make any noise. 
They were sure Manuela and the others would be 
asleep, but when they went in they found all the 
lights on in the living room, and Mindy, Kevin, and 
Manuela wide-awake and waiting for them. 

“Oh, you shouldn’t have stayed up!’ Robin 
cried. ‘Do you know what time it is?” 
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“Of course we do!’ Manuela said, an edge of 
irritation in her voice. “One of us has checked 
the clock every ten minutes since ten when we 
thought you would be back.” 

“Where have you been?” Mindy cried. “We 
were so worried! We should never have let you go!” 

“‘We were tracking down a clue,” Michael ex- 
plained coolly, ‘and it took a little longer than we 
expected.” 

“A fine thing, going off like that!’ Kevin ex- 
claimed. “‘You could at least have telephoned us, 
couldn’t you?” 

*“No, we couldn’t, Kevin Kane!”’ Robin said. ‘““We 
weren’t near a telephone, and besides we didn’t 
have time. I’m sorry we’re late, but we’re all 
right, and we honestly couldn’t help it. I'll tell you 
all about it as soon as I unwind a little.” 

“‘We’ve got some hot chocolate on the stove for 
you,” Mindy said, getting up and heading for the 
kitchenette. “T’ll have it ready in a sec.” 

*Isn’t it funny,”’ Robin thought to herself, “when 
we’re worried about someone our anxiety makes 
us real mad, but as soon as we see they’re safe our 
anger vanishes and we can’t do enough for them?” 

*“You’re an angel!” she said as she went out to 
help Mindy. “Honestly, I’m sorry we’re so late.” 

As soon as they had returned to the living room 
with the steaming cups of cocoa, Robin curled 
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up on the sofa. Manuela, now that she had seen her 
charges safely home, decided to retire, comment- 
ing dryly that she could wait until later to hear 
about the pursuit of a “clue.” 

“‘After all,’ she added, “by now I’m an old hand 
at waiting while Robin and all of you unravel one 
of your inevitable mysteries.” 

*‘We’ll turn in very soon, Manuela,’’ Mindy as- 
sured her, going over and giving her a warm hug. 

Robin described the happenings of the evening, 
with Michael adding details along the way. 

‘‘Robin sure took a giant step forward when she 
made contact with Mr. Abdullah tonight,”’ he said. 
‘*‘We should be able to move ahead now, especially 
since Pilar will be seeing Ramén tomorrow.” 

“That may help,’ Robin said, “but the main 
thing is for us to get a look at the back room of the 
candle shop, and frankly I don’t see how we can 
do that if the detective and Pilar and everyone ex- 
cept that hateful Mr. Molfetas is kept out, and the 
place is closed up tighter than a jail.” 

“Well, let’s sleep on it,” Kevin suggested. ‘““You 
know how sometimes when you can’t work out a 
math problem and you go to bed thinking about it, 
you wake up knowing the answer.” 

‘Well, I hope that system works this time,” 
Robin replied a bit skeptically. “Frankly, at this 
point I’m stymied!” 


12 e Michael’s Great Idea 


WHEN ROBIN awoke the next morning the sun was 
streaming through the window. She looked at her 
wristwatch and could hardly believe it when she 
saw it was almost eleven o’clock. She was not the 
only one who had slept late, for, glancing over 
at the other bed, she saw Mindy was still there. 
By the time she had brushed her teeth, however, 
and put on her robe, Mindy, too, was awake. 

Stretching her slender arms over her head and 
shaking her loose golden hair away from her face, 
she looked sleepily around until she saw Robin 
vigorously brushing her hair in front of the dress- 
ing table. 
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*“*Hi!”’ she called out. “What time is it? What 
day is it? I’m all mixed up!” 

“It’s the day before the day before Christmas, 
sleepy!” Robin said. “‘And it’s almost eleven 
o’clock. Do you realize we’re supposed to leave for 
home tomorrow morning?” 

“Hmmm, that’s a sobering thought to wake up 
on,” Mindy replied. “Do you realize there’s a lot 
to do before we can hope to solve the mystery?” 

“Of course I do!” Robin said. She gave her hair 
an especially hard slap with the brush. ““Today’s 
our last chance, and here we’ve gone and wasted 
half of it in bed. On your feet, girl!” 

Before dressing, Robin went down the hall and 
banged on the boys’ door, urging them to step on 
it. She found Manuela in the tiny kitchen, trying 
to get breakfast ready in the cramped quarters. 

“ve already had my coffee,’ Manuela said, 
“and after all the tasting I’ve been doing at E/ 
Charro, 1 can afford to skip a meal. My skirt!” 

She took hold of the waistband of her skirt to 
show how snug it was, shrugging her shoulders in a 
hopeless gesture. 

“You always look wonderful,” Robin said, ‘‘and 
that bacon smells great! We'll be out in a sec.” 

“Well, breakfast is all ready for you,’ Manuela 
said. “I’m going out now to do some Christmas 
shopping. Don’t wait for me.” 
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When they had gathered in the living room and 
were eating, Robin asked if a good night’s sleep 
had brought inspiration to anyone. 

“Speaking for myself,’ she said, “‘my brain is 
emptier than a drum—not a glimmer of a plan.” 

“Mine, too,” Mindy said. ““How about you, Kev? 
It was your idea that our brains would go on work- 
ing while we slept. You should come up with some- 
thing.” 

“°Fraid not,” he confessed. ‘Guess it’s up to 
old Mike to prove my theory sometimes works. 
How about it, Mike?” 

‘Well =.” Michael drawled. “I’ve had a glim- 
mer of an idea, but it’s kind of crazy.” 

“You have?’ Robin said. ““What is it? Hurry up 
and tell us!” 

“I got to thinking about archaeology last night, 
and I happened to remember a gadget that an 
Italian developed a few years ago for photograph- 
ing tombs.” 

“What the dickens!’ Kevin interrupted him. 
“We haven’t any tombs around here, for pete’s 
sake, and who wants pictures of things like that, 
anyway?” 

“Oh, Kevin, be quiet!”’ Robin snapped. “‘Michael 
said he remembered a gadget. He didn’t say he 
was interested in tombs!” 

“Go on, Mike,” Mindy urged, ignoring the inter- 
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ruption. “What kind of gadget?” 

“Well, this man—I think his name was Lerici 
—developed a camera and flash arrangement in a 
periscope which he would insert in a hole bored 
through the roof of underground tombs. By turning 
it around he could photograph the whole room and 
see if it contained enough of interest to go ahead 
and excavate it.” 

“The ventilator!” Robin cried. “Your idea is 
to put the periscope down through the ventilator in 
Seftor Garcia’s floor! Right?” 

“Yup!” Michael said. ‘‘We can get the whole 
picture of the room in one fell swoop!” 

“And of course the Lodatos won’t notice a thing 
when the flash goes off and the camera starts click- 
ing, will they?” Kevin asked. It was obvious that he 
was disappointed at not having come up with an 
idea himself, and he couldn’t resist needling Mi- 
chael a bit. 

“If you’d spend more time trying to figure out 
how we might get the picture without them know- 
ing it and less on downgrading Mike, we might get 
further faster!” Robin cried. ‘‘Honestly, Kevin 
Kane, sometimes I could shake you!” 

‘‘Well, Kev has got a point there,” Mindy said 
softly, trying to spread oil on the troubled waters. 
“But couldn’t we take the pictures after the shop 
is closed and the Lodatos have gone home?” 
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‘“‘That’s a good suggestion,” Robin said. ““The 
thing we must avoid at all costs is upsetting the 
Lodatos any further. They’re obviously in enough 
trouble already.” 

“But wouldn’t taking pictures of the shop secret- 
ly be an invasion of privacy or something?” Kevin 
queried. ““We don’t want to end up in jail for 
Christmas, for pete’s sake!’’ 

“Oh, Kevin Kane, please stop raising objections!” 
Robin cried in annoyance. “You’re just showing 
off with all that legal folderol.”’ 

“Well, actually there might well be some ques- 
tion about it,” Michael said, “even though Sefor 
Garcia still owns the shop and the business.” 

“I know what!”’ Robin cried after a slight pause. 
“I’m going to phone Mr. Abdullah and tell him what 
we’ve planned and see what he says. Maybe with 
the shard as further evidence he could get a search 
warrant, and he might let us go ahead with the 
picture taking.”’ 

“Before you do that, dear sister,” Kevin said 
with mock humility, “may I be so bold as to 
ask where you intend to get this gadget? I don’t 
recall having seen one in any store I’ve ever been 
in.” 

“I’ve already thought about that, Kev,” Michael 
broke in. “If Robin gets permission to go ahead 
with the scheme, I’ll phone Dad and see if he can 
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get us a camera through one of his connections.” 

“Oh, I’m sure he can!” Mindy cried, clapping 
her hands together. “Daddy knows just about 
everyone!” 

‘‘Why don’t you telephone him now?” Robin 
said. ““Time’s running out on us, you know.” 

Luckily Michael was able to reach his father on 
location in Napa Valley. After briefing his father 
on the developments in the mystery, Michael out- 
lined their plan for taking some pictures with the 
Lerici camera. It was obvious, listening to one end 
of the conversation and watching Michael’s face, 
that Mr. Hunter was willing to do what he could to 
help, but that he first wanted to be certain the 
plan involved nothing illegal. 

When Michael had assured him they would do 
nothing without first getting the approval of the 
police, his father came up with the name of a man 
at U.C.L.A. who he was sure would know where 
such an instrument could be borrowed. 

“He used to do special camera work for me 
before he joined the university faculty,” Mr. 
Hunter explained. ““Sounds to me as though you 
are getting to be real professionals. Is Robin there? 
Let me speak to her.” 

‘Oh, it’s really exciting, Mr. Hunter!”’ Robin ex- 
claimed after she had told him more about the 
happenings of the last few days. “The only trouble 
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is we may not be here long enough to see the thing 
through. We’re supposed to leave tomorrow morn- 
ing so we'll be home in time for Christmas.” 

There was silence on the other end of the wire 
and Robin thought at first they had been discon- 
nected. 

*‘Are you there, Mr. Hunter? Hello?” 

“Yes, I’m here,” he replied. “I was just giving 
your problem a little thought. How would it be if 
you flew back early Christmas morning?” 

“Jiminy crickets! Mr. Hunter, that would be ab- 
solutely scrumptious!” Robin cried. She nearly 
dropped the phone as Mindy and the others crowded 
around to hear the news. 

“Tl send my plane down for you,” Mr. Hunter 
continued, ‘tand one of the men at the studio can 
drive the station wagon back sometime after the 
holidays. Tell Manuela I'll be in touch with her 
later to arrange the details.” 

“Oh, Mr. Hunter, thanks a million!” Robin 
said as she hung up. “Now to call Mr. Abdullah!” 

She reached into her pocket for the slip of paper 
which the detective had given her the night before 
and quickly dialed the number. When she heard 
a gruff voice answer, ‘“‘Police Headquarters, Flan- 
nerty speaking,” she gave a little gasp of surprise. 
She had somehow expected the number to be Mr. 
Abdullah’s residence, but she responded quickly 
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enough, realizing that he was probably on duty. 

“*This is Robin Kane speaking. May I please speak 
to Mr. Abdullah?” 

The detective answered almost immediately and, 
after brief greetings, Robin outlined their plan. 
Michael, Mindy, and Kevin, gathered around the 
phone, were able to catch what he had to say. 

“I’m glad you’ve come up with a plan which may 
clinch the case against Molfetas without in- 
volving the Lodatos,”’ he said. “‘“You see, I’ve been 
under some pressure here to speed up the case, 
so this morning, on the strength of the additional 
evidence you gave me, I got a search warrant. I 
had to put my personal feelings about the Lodatos 
out of my mind, but now I'll hold off executing 
the warrant until tomorrow to give you a chance 
to try your plan.” 

“Oh, thanks, Mr. Abdullah,” Robin said. ‘‘I just 
hope it all works out. When will you be coming to 
Olvera Street?’’ 

‘“‘We’re a little shorthanded here because of the 
holidays,” he replied, “but if I don’t get there to- 
night, Ill be down first thing in the morning.” 

Robin replaced the receiver on the phone and 
slumped down into the chair, pushing her hair back 
from her forehead in a characteristic gesture. 

“‘Now if we can only reach Dad’s friend,’”’ Mi- 
chael said, consulting the scrap of paper on which 
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he had jotted down the name and telephone num- 
ber. “I might as well go ahead and try to get him 
right now.” 

‘“‘Keep your fingers crossed, everybody,”’ Robin 
said as Michael dialed the number. ‘“‘He’s just got 
to be there! Our luck can’t run out now!” 

The phone rang several times before anyone 
answered, but finally there was a response, and 
they all breathed easier. 

Michael introduced himself and explained the 
kind of equipment he needed. The others watched 
as Michael nodded his head, saying, “‘Yes, yes, the 
vent’s about eight inches wide, I should say. This 
afternoon will be great. El Charro on Olvera 
Street. I'll be there, sir. Many thanks!” 

‘‘Whooppee!”’ Robin cried. ““You’ve done it!’ 

Michael, a wide smile on his face, told them 
that Mr. Hyde knew exactly what the Lerici instru- 
ment was, and that he had access to one through 
the university which he would bring over. 

“Now we have to tell Pilar and go to see Sefior 
Garcia,” Robin said, gathering up the breakfast 
things in a hurry to be off. “(Come on, everyone 
bring out your plates and glasses and Mindy and 
[ll have ’em washed up in a jiffy!’ 


Pilar was waiting on table when they got to 
Olvera Street, but she managed to have a few 
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words with them. The first thing she told them was 
that Ramon had come over that morning. 

‘*“He only stayed a minute or two,” she said. 
“Just long enough to give me some money and 
ask me to buy a Christmas present for his mother, 
because he didn’t have time to shop for anything. 
As he left he looked at me so sadly and said, 
‘What a way to spend Christmas!’ And then he was 
gone. Honestly, I wish I knew what it’s all about!” 

‘‘Maybe we will very soon,” Robin said. Then 
she went on to tell Pilar about the identity of Mr. 
Molfetas’ friend. 

‘**A detective?” Pilar whispered. “Thank good- 
ness! And your plan sounds wonderful. You go on 
over to Sefor Garcia’s, and I'll be along as 
soon as I can get away.” 

As Robin had predicted, the old gentleman was 
more than willing for them to try their experiment. 

“But you must be careful not to be seen,” he 
warned. “Wait until very late before you come up 
here.” 

“T know!” Robin suddenly exclaimed. ‘“We’ll 
wrap the camera in Christmas paper at Pilar’s so 
it'll look like a present. Michael can bring it up 
this afternoon and get everything ready.” 

‘“‘That’s a good idea,” Mindy said, ‘and don’t 
you think Pilar, Kev, and I should stay somewhere 
around E/ Charro tonight instead of the whole 
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bunch of us trying to come up here? If Robin and 
Mike should need any help, we’d be ready and 
within earshot.” 

“I agree with Mindy,” Kevin said. “I can hide out 
down the alley someplace, and Mindy and Pilar can 
stay near the street.” 

““Shouldn’t we decide on a whistle-signal if we 
want to call for help?’ Robin asked. ‘‘How about 
the SOS signal—three shorts, three longs, three 
shorts?” 

“Okay, that’s clear enough,” Michael said. 
“Now I’d better be getting back to the café to 
meet Mr. Hyde.” 

“While Mike’s getting the camera ready, how 
about our doing a little Christmas shopping?” 
Robin suggested. “I haven’t got anything yet, and 
Pilar has to buy a gift for Ramén’s mother. Come 
on, Pilar. You lead the way.” 

‘‘Suppose we all meet back at the motel,’’ Mindy 
said. ‘““We can go to a movie after dinner and by 
then it should be late enough to come back here.” 

“T think that’s a sound idea,” Robin agreed. 
“The less we’re seen around here tonight, the 
better! We don’t know whether Molfetas is keep- 
ing an eye on the place or not!” 

Although Kevin usually avoided having to go 
shopping with Robin, he was so fascinated by the 
wares displayed along Olvera Street that this time 
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he didn’t complain. He decided to buy a hand- 
tooled leather belt for his father and a delicately 
wrought silver pin for his mother. He and Robin 
pooled their resources to purchase a little red 
music box for Amy. The shopkeeper wound it up 
to show how a tiny bird on the top turned round 
and round and moved its wings as the music played. 

“Sugar will absolutely adore that,’”’ Mindy ex- 
claimed. “‘It’s perfect!’’ 

“Now what will I get for Ramén’s mother?” 
Pilar wondered as she passed one shop after an- 
other without seeing anything that struck her 
fancy. 

“Why not wait until later?” Robin suggested. 
“‘When we go back to the motel you can stop and 
buy something that you can’t get here on Olvera 
Street.” 

“That’s a good idea,” Pilar decided. “I could 
get perfume or bath salts or something like that.” 

After Robin had bought a hand-blown vase for 
her mother and a pair of sandals for her father 
they headed for the motel, deciding to walk since 
there was plenty of time. 

They found Michael already there, anxiously 
waiting for them. 

“You know what?” he greeted them. “The 
camera Mr. Hyde brought me is a Polaroid—the 
kind that develops the pictures a minute after 
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they’re taken. We should be able to see what’s 
what tonight!” 

“Yippee!” Robin cried. “I wish I could say 
‘abracadabra’ and have it become night right 
away!” 

‘Well, you can’t, so we might as well go and 
get something to eat,” Kevin replied. “Do you 
realize we’ve only had one meal today?” 

“You do look starved!” Mindy teased. “Hurry, 
everyone! Where’s the nearest restaurant? We 
can’t lose Kevin now!” 

They found an attractive little place a few blocks 
away and spent almost an hour over a delicious 
steak dinner, topping the meal off with pie a la 
mode. Then, after consulting a newspaper, they 
-picked out a theater that was showing a double 
feature which would be over about eleven. 

“That should get us to Olvera Street at just 
about the right time, I should think,’’ Robin com- 
mented. She whirled on her toes and struck a 
dramatic pose. “This is the final countdown, my 
friends!” 


13 ° “How Can You Help?” 


THE LITTLE Mexican community was almost de- 
serted when they got back to Olvera Street, only 
an occasional candle shining in an upper window. 
As they started across the Plaza, a black delivery 
truck came careening around the corner, sending 
them scrambling back to the curb. 

‘‘Now, what would a truck be doing down here 
at this time of night?’ Pilar asked. “‘That’s really 
funny!” 

“Well, don’t worry about it now, Pilar,” Robin 
urged her friend. “We have other things to think 
about. Come on!” 

As steathily as possible they made their way 
to their appointed stations, Robin and Michael 
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hurrying up the outside staircase to Senor Garcia’s, 
the others standing guard below. The decorative 
Christmas lights had been extinguished for the 
night, and there was only a cradle moon in the 
sky. Senor Garcia had left his door ajar and met 
them with a lighted candle to guide them once 
they were inside. 

Michael lost no time in lifting the grill out of 
the casing of the ventilator. 

‘I loosened all the screws this afternoon,”’ he 
whispered to Robin as he worked. ‘“‘Now slide that 
periscope over here, and we’ll be ready to shoot!” 

“Oh, I hope the flashbulbs go off!’’ she said as 
Michael edged the camera into position. “I 
couldn’t bear to have anything go wrong now!” 

They both held their breath as Michael clicked 
the shutter. There was a flash. It had worked! They 
waited a minute, pulled the developed picture 
from the camera, and then, turning the device a 
quarter of a circle, Michael snapped again. Two 
more pictures and it was all over! But just as 
Michael had pulled up the periscope and discon- 
nected the camera, he and Robin heard the warn- 
ing whistle—three shorts, three longs, three shorts. 

‘‘Here, you take this,” Michael said tensely. 
“T’ll go see what’s the matter.” 

He dashed for the staircase and Robin started 
to follow, but Seftor Garcia stepped forward and 
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put a restraining hand on her arm. 

“Better stay here,’ he warned, “until we see 
what’s going on. We mustn’t risk losing the pic- 
tures. Come, Ill hide you in the back room!” 

Robin followed the old man reluctantly. Her 
impulse was to disregard his advice and follow 
Michael. He might be in danger! For once, how- 
ever, better judgment prevailed, and she crouched 
in the tiny closet off the bedroom, the precious 
camera and the pictures held tight. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever been in a more frustrat- 
ing situation,” she said to herself as she strained 
her ears to hear what was happening. “If I can’t 
get out of here soon I'll die!’’ 

It seemed like hours, but actually it was only a 
few minutes before Senor Garcia, candle in hand, 
opened the door and motioned her to come out. 
Robin immediately saw the look of concern on 
his face. 

‘‘Where’s Michael?” she asked. “Is he all right?” 

‘“*He’s having a fight with some man out on the 
stairs!” came the answer. “I think he needs help. 
Alas, I am too old—” 

Robin waited only long enough to hand the 
camera and pictures to the frail little man before 
dashing out the door. Halfway down the stairs 
she saw the dim figures of two people twisting 
and turning, and heard angry voices, one of which 
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she recognized as Michael’s. She could see Kevin 
trying to make his way up the stairs, but as he 
drew near, the man Michael was trying to fend 
off kicked him away. Robin realized immediately 
that it was Molfetas. There was only one thing to 
do, she decided. She waited her chance, until the 
two figures turned in such a way that Molfetas’ 
shoulders were directly below her. Then she 
jumped! She caught hold of the man’s neck, and 
as he lost his balance she jerked him around so 
that he fell back against the stairs, grabbing wildly 
for the railing. This gave Michael an instant of 
time to clamber over Molfetas and, with Robin’s 
help, to push him with full force down the stairs. 

Kevin was waiting for him with fists raised, but 
the man seemed in no mood for further conflict. 
Holding his hand to his jaw, he motioned Kevin 
aside and started on a run down the alley toward 
the street. 

“Let him go! Let him go!” Robin yelled as she 
saw Kevin about to follow. “We'll get him later! 
Mike! Are you all right?” 

Michael sat down on the stairs and rubbed his 
left elbow before answering. 

“I guess I am, although my arm hurts like the 
dickens,’ he said, forcing a smile. “I couldn’t 
have held out much longer. That man fights like 
a tiger! You got here in the nick of time, Robin.” 
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As the others crowded around the narrow stairs, 
Robin gently took Michael’s elbow in her two 
hands and lifted it slowly. 

“Does that hurt?’ she asked as she moved it 
slightly forward and then back. “‘It could be broken, 
you know.” 

“No, it doesn’t hurt too much,” he answered 
with a wince. “I think it’s probably just a bad 
bruise. If it was broken I couldn’t move it this 
easily. Pll be okay in a minute.” 

As soon as they had gone back to let Senor 
Garcia know they were all right, Michael hur- 
riedly turned on the lights to examine the pictures 
he had taken. Although the pictures were small, 
it took but a glance to make out the figure of a 
man in the first of the shots. He was reaching up 
to a shelf on which there were several vases 
and urns. 

“It’s Molfetas!’”’ Robin cried. ‘“‘And there in the 
corner is a kiln just like one that one of Mom’s 
friends uses.” 

“Youre right, Sis! Congrats!’ Kevin said, grab- 
bing her hand and pumping it up and down. 

“Look at the next one,’”’ Mindy said. ‘“‘That’s a 
potter’s wheel, isn’t it?” 

“It sure is,” Robin declared, ‘“‘and that must 
have made the whirring noise I heard.” 

In the last picture they could dimly make out 
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some packing cases, the lids half open, and 
what looked like excelsior or torn newspaper 
spilling out from them. 

“What in the world would the Lodatos have 
shipped to them in boxes like that?’? Kevin asked. 

*‘Wait—a—minute!”” Robin said slowly. ‘Wait 
just a minute! Mike, do you remember when we 
were in the gallery, Mr. Pearl said he was ex- 
pecting a shipment of art objects that Mr. 
Molfetas had collected in Greece?’ 

““Yes,”’ Michael answered, “‘but we know Mol- 
fetas wasn’t in Greece, so—?” 

“So, the ancient art objects were made right 
here in Olvera Street!” Robin declared. “The 
Lodatos apparently were skilled at that sort of 
thing and were able to reproduce actual treasures 
that Molfetas had brought back. These boxes 
are being shipped from here!’ 

“I’m sure you're right!” Michael said, giving 
her a warm smile. “I’m also sure this is the final 
evidence your friend Mr. Abdullah needs.” 

Everyone had been so busy talking and looking 
at the pictures that no one immediately noticed 
that Pilar had drawn away from the group and 
was sitting, face hidden in her hands, near the 
fireplace. 

“Hey, Pilar!”? Kevin called out when he finally 
saw her. ‘““What’s wrong?” 
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Robin and Mindy hurried over and knelt beside 
her. Kevin’s question had opened the floodgates, 
and Pilar burst into uncontrolled tears. Senor 
Garcia silently put his hand on her shoulder and 
waited for the sobs to subside. 

“Oh, I can’t believe it!’ she finally said, her 
spent breath coming in little gasps. ““The Lodatos 
just wouldn’t do anything dishonest. I’d bet my 
life on it!’ 

“T would, too!’ Robin assured her. ‘“There’s 
just got to be some reason for them to get in- 
volved in a thing like this, and we’ll find out what 
it is, believe me, Pilar!’’ 

“‘Maybe that detective will be able to help us,” 
Pilar said, wiping her eyes and trying to get 
control of herself again. 

“IT think [ll call him,’”’ Robin said. ‘““He may 
still be at the office.” 

‘The telephone is by my bed,” Senor Garcia 
told her. ‘‘Please feel free to use it.” 

It was quite some time before she returned, but 
as she came into the room her smiling face 
showed that she had some good news. 

‘‘What took you so long?’ Kevin asked eagerly. 
““What’s the word?” 

‘*‘He told me he had got a report from one of 
his investigators who had checked with Mr. Pearl 
at the gallery,’’ she said, her voice tense, ‘and a 
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shipment from Greece is expected momentarily.” 

“Not in the middle of the night! Kevin 
shrieked, grabbing his head with both hands. 

“Of course not, silly,” Robin chuckled, ‘“‘but 
maybe tomorrow. Anyway, after I told him about 
the pictures he said he’s going to assign some 
of his men to keep the gallery under surveillance.” 

‘And what about Ramon’s family?” Pilar asked 
softly. “Did he say anything about them?” 

“Yes, he did,” Robin replied. “Oh, I should 
have told you that first—stupid me! He’s very 
anxious to talk with them, and I told him maybe 
you could make arrangements when you see 
Ramén and give him his mother’s present.” 

“Maybe I could, if he'll only listen to me,” 
Pilar said. “If only he wouldn’t run away when 
I try to talk to him!” 

“But if you tell him the police know about 
Molfetas,” Mindy suggested, “‘maybe he’ll listen 
to reason.” 

“All I can do is hope,” Paar sighed. 


Mindy, at Robin’s suggestion, had set her 
alarm the night before. By eight o’clock, after a 
hurried breakfast, the whole group was on its 
way to Olvera Street. They found Pilar and Ramon 
waiting for them outside the closed doors of the 
candle shop. Robin instantly saw that Pilar looked 
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much more relaxed than she had when they left 
her the previous evening, and Ramén was almost 
smiling. He was holding a gaily wrapped package 
—the perfume which Pilar had bought for him 
to give to his mother. 

“T’m so glad you came early!” Pilar exclaimed 
as she impulsively reached out and grabbed Mindy’s 
arm in one hand and Robin’s in the other. ““We 
wanted to talk with you, didn’t we, Ramén?” 

“Yes,” the boy replied. “There is a lot that 
must be talked about—I know that now.” 

‘“T’ve told Ramon about the pictures and Mr. 
Molfetas,” Pilar said. “Ramon knew his parents 
were involved with the man, but he doesn’t know 
quite how or why.” 

“Do you think I might talk to your father or 
mother?’ Robin asked as gently as she could. 
“Perhaps it would be easier for them to tell me 
about it than you or Pilar.” 

‘“‘That’s a good idea,” Ramdén answered after 
a moment’s thought. “It’s hard to admit our 
mistakes to people we know real well. Maybe 
with a stranger it will not be so difficult. We can 
try, anyway.” 

Robin accompanied Raméon to the rear of the 
building. Finding the door locked, he knocked 
several times, at the same time calling to his 
father to come out. Finally Robin saw Mr. Lodato 
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push back the curtain at one of the windows 
and look out, and soon after he opened the door. 

‘What is it, Ramon?” he asked crossly. “‘Hasn’t 
that girl caused enough trouble for us? Why is she 
here again?” 

“Please, Papa!” Ramon begged. “‘Come out 
just a minute and Ill tell you. Please!’ 

The urgency of his son’s voice must have 
touched the man; with a gesture of resignation, 
he came to meet them. 

“Papa, you’ve got to listen to me!”’ Ramén said. 
“The police are after Mr. Molfetas and they know 
what we’ve been doing here in the shop.” 

‘Please, Mr. Lodato, tell me about it,’ Robin 
begged, “because I honestly feel we may be 
able to help you and your family.” 

““How can you help?” Mr. Lodato said, pressing 
his hands to his temples. ““How can anyone help 
us? We have been trapped by that man—that 
evil man!” r 

‘““How do you mean ‘trapped”?”” Robin asked 
softly. ““Has he threatened you?” 

*‘Ah, you’ve guessed it!” Ramon’s father said. 
“Yes, he threatened us—all of us—with many 
threats, but the worst was that I’d lose my son!” 

He went over to Ramon, and his eyes filled 
with tears as he embraced him. ‘‘No one will take 
my son away, no matter what I have to do!”’ 
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“He can’t do that!’ Robin exclaimed. “I’m no 
lawyer, Mr. Lodato, but this is the United States 
of America and no one can take anyone’s child 
away from him like that!” 

“This man, he comes to Tlaquepaque where we 
make a good living selling our pottery.” Mr. 
Lodato paused. “Ill tell you the whole story,” 
he went on impulsively. ““He offers to bring us 
to Los Angeles and set us up in business. My 
wife didn’t want to come at first, but when we 
thought of what it would mean to Ramén to live 
in the States we come.” 

“Did you know it was to be a candle business?” 
Robin asked. “‘Did he tell you that?” 

‘““Yes, he said we’d learn how to make beautiful 
candles,” he said, ‘‘and he promised that when 
we had learned that business he’d put in a wheel 
and a kiln so we could make pots and sell them, 
too.” 

“But he told us that part had to be kept a 
secret,” Ramon continued the story, ‘‘because he 
didn’t want anyone else on Olvera Street to beat 
him to the idea. You see, our pottery was the 
finest in all Mexico!” 

“So what happened?’ Robin asked. “I didn’t 
see any ceramics for sale in your shop.” 

“‘No! That’s where the trouble began,” Mr. 
Lodato went on. “After he put in the kiln he 
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told us if we didn’t make copies of the Greek 
vases he brought us, he would report us to the 
police. He say we come to the States illegally, 
and they would take Ramon away and send 
me and my wife to prison!” 

“Oh, Mr. Lodato!” Robin cried. ““Why didn’t 
you tell someone—Sefor Garcia or Pilar’s father? 
They would have told you Molfetas couldn’t do 
that to you!” 

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Mr. Lodato 
moaned. “I was frightened, so frightened!” 

“Well, we'll fix his wagon!’ Robin declared 
vehemently. “You just wait until Mr. Abdullah 
hears about this!” 

‘Who is this Mr. Abdullah?’ Raméon’s father 
asked. “He a lawyer or something?” 

‘““No, Mr. Lodato, he’s a detective,’ Robin 
answered. ‘“‘He’s been on Molfetas’ trail for some 
time. I just know he can help you!” 

‘‘Where can I see this man?’”’ Mr. Lodato asked, 
wringing his hands as he spoke. “I want to get 
this all straightened out. My wife—I must have 
good news for her soon. She is sick with fear!” 

As though in answer to his question, Robin 
saw Mr. Abdullah turning into the alley. 

*“Good morning, Robin!’’ he greeted her. “Your 
friends told me I might find you back here.” 

‘‘Good morning, sir!” Robin replied. “You’re 
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just in time. We need you something awful! I 
mean very much!’’ 

The words tumbled out of her mouth as she 
told him about the part the Lodatos had been 
coerced into playing. 

“But they didn’t know where the pottery was 
being sent,’ she went on, “or what Molfetas was 
doing with it! They’re not guilty, are they?” 

“Of course not!’ the detective immediately 
replied, going over and putting his -arm around 
Ramon. “The law is interested in catching scoun- 
drels like Molfetas who prey on the ignorance of 
people new to the States. I'll help you get the 
business of your entry straightened out, too, if 
indeed there are any problems in that direction.” 

“What did I tell you, Papa?” Ramén cried. 
“Robin has fixed everything! Come, let’s tell 
Mama!” 

“You come, too?” Mr. Lodato said, turning 
first to Robin and then to the detective. “You tell 
her what you told me, no?” 

‘I'll be glad to talk to her,’’ Mr. Abdullah said, 
“but I’m afraid I shall have to put it off until later 
today. You see, I’ve been informed that the 
‘shipment’ is expected at the Pearl Gallery around 
eleven. I want to be there when it comes, and 
I suspect Robin might like to get in on the final 
act, too!” 


14. The Final Ac 


RoBIN DIDN'T have to say anything. Her shining 
eyes told Mr. Abdullah that she wouldn’t miss the 
‘*final act” of this mystery for anything. 

“‘Come along,” he said. ““We haven’t any too 
much time.” 

As they hurried up the alley, Robin, gathering 
her nerve, asked if Michael might go along, too. 

‘After all, he’s the one who had the idea about 
the pictures, you know.” 

“You don’t have to sell me the idea, Robin,” 
the detective laughed. “I fully expected Michael 
to come with us. You brief the others on where 
we’re going and meet me over there near the Plaza 
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that black sedan. It’s an unmarked police car.” 

Robin lost no time in briefing Kevin and the 
others; then, with Michael beside her, she ran 
toward the car. Mr. Abdullah already had the 
motor running. 

“‘We’ll whisk out to La Cienega and get a front 
row seat for the show,” he said as he punched a 
button on the dashboard. “This will save us some 
time, I think.” 

Immediately the sound of the police siren 
filled the air with its eerie shriek, and the car, 
quickly gathering speed, left Olvera Street behind. 

‘This is my idea of heaven,”’ Michael laughed 
as the traffic slowed down and pulled to one side 
to let them through. The detective skillfully ma- 
neuvered the car around corners, through red 
lights and green. 

“It comes in handy in cases like this,” he 
said, “but I can’t recommend it for regular use. 
All too often there’s some driver who gets rattled 
when he hears the siren and blocks our way. That 
can be dangerous!” 

As he approached La Cienega, he turned off 
the siren and slowed down. “‘No need to announce 
our arrival!” he commented wryly. 

He parked on a street parallel to La Cienega. 
Directing Robin and Michael to follow him, he 
led the way into the rear entrance of a shop 
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opposite the Pearl Gallery. He spoke briefly to 
the proprietor who apparently knew why he was 
there, for he immediately motioned him to the 
front of the store where the detective could take 
up a position behind some draperies in the window. 
Here he could see what was going on in the 
street, but was not himself visible. Robin and 
Michael waited close behind him. 

Robin’s heart was pounding as the minutes 
ticked away. She glanced out of the open door 
and could see no one who remotely resembled a 
policeman. Christmas shoppers walked hurriedly 
by, intent on last-minute purchases; cars tooted 
impatiently in the street. It was a typical Christ- 
mas Eve scene. 

Then her eye caught sight of a truck which, 
for some reason, looked familiar. In a second she 
realized it was the one which had nearly run them 
down the night before—a black delivery truck 
with no name on it! 

She touched the detective’s arm to attract his 
attention. 

“Tl bet that’s Molfetas,” she said. “That car 
was down near the candle shop last night!’ 

““You’re dead right!” Mr. Abdullah said as he 
saw the truck pull up to the gallery and Molfetas 
get out. “That’s our man! And if all goes well, 
Mr. Pearl will be ready for him—I gave him the 
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lowdown on his assistant last night 

He waited until he saw Molfetas go to the rear 
of the truck, open the door, and take out a large 
wooden box. As he started into the shop with it, 
Robin saw Mr. Pearl come to the door and 
glance at the shipping label on the box and at 
some papers in Molfetas’ hand. He signed some- 
thing which Robin guessed to be the bill of lading. 
Then he motioned for Molfetas to bring the box 
inside. 

At this point Robin saw four men converge 
on the shop. They seemed suddenly to appear 
out of nowhere. 

“Come on!’ Mr. Abdullah said, grabbing Robin’s 
hand. “The curtain’s going up!” 

As they dashed across the street, one of the 
plainclothesmen pushed in front of Molfetas. 
Robin saw the glint of his police badge as he held 
his coat open to identify himself. At the same 
instant she saw Molfetas go for his gun which 
he apparently was carrying in a holster under his 
left arm. The police saw him, too, and before he 
had time to pull it, he was overcome by the husky 
officers, who had him in handcuffs before he knew 
what was happening. 

Molfetas looked around, a stunned expression 
on his face, as though trying to figure out what 
had gone wrong with his scheme. Suddenly his 
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eyes lit on Robin, and a look of absolute hatred 
spread over his thin features—the same look 
Robin had seen that day in the Pearl Gallery! 

“So it’s you!’ he gritted. ““You conniving little 
devil! Pll get you and that gang of yours! You 
wait and see if I don’t!” 

““Robin’ll have a long wait, if she waits for 
you and your plans for revenge,” Mr. Abdullah 
said. ‘““We’ve got enough on you to put you behind 
bars for many years to come.” 

“You havent anything on me!’ Molfetas 
screamed. “I’ve got papers on this shipment. 
Right here!” 

He forgot that his hands were useless as he 
tried to reach into his coat pocket. 

“‘May I be of assistance?” Mr. Abdullah asked 
sarcastically as he stepped up and pulled some 
official-looking documents from the man’s jacket. 
“Is this what you mean?” 

“Yes, that'll prove the stuff is legitimate, I 
tell you,” Molfetas raged. ‘“‘Just read _ those 
invoices!” 

“Sorry, sir,’ the detective replied after flipping 
through the papers. “These are as phony as a 
three-dollar bill! Among other things, you just 
happened to forget the ‘n’ in ‘San Francisco’ 
when you counterfeited the stamp which they use 
at the port of entry. No, the jig’s up, Molfetas. 
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This is only a small part of our evidence against 
you. Take him away, boys.” 

“You know, Mr. Abdullah,”’ Robin said as they 
were getting into the car for the trip back to 
Olvera Street, “I tried to squeeze out a drop of 
sympathy for that man, but I just couldn’t!” 

‘No one who victimizes the innocent deserves 
any sympathy,’’ Michael said, “so don’t worry 
your pretty head about that. Am I right, sir?” 

“You certainly are!” the detective replied. 
“This man is one of the most unsavory characters 
I’ve met in a long time. It was all I could do to 
pretend friendship with him. Robin, you made 
my job easier, and I thank you sincerely!” 

“And you’ve made everything turn out just 
perfect!” Robin cried. ‘““Now we can all have a 
really merry Christmas!’ 

“Won’t you come back tonight and help us 
celebrate?”’ Michael asked. “It wouldn’t be com- 
plete without you!” 

“TI wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Mr. Abdullah 
said. “See you at La Posada!” 


Mrs. Diaz was waiting for them outside E/ 
Charro, one side of her large apron pulled up and 
tucked into the belt of her dress. When she saw 
them she ran to meet them, and Robin knew by 
the glow on her face that she had good news. 
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“Pilar asked me to tell you to go over to the 
candle shop as soon as you got back!” she said. 
“Tell me, did they get that bad man—what you 
call him?” 

“Yes, Mrs. Diaz,’’ Robin assured her. “The 
police have arrested him, so no one has to worry 
about Mr. Molfetas again!” 

“Oh, I’m so happy!” she said, clasping her 
hands and closing her eyes thankfully. ‘Olvera 
Street will be peaceful again! Now run and see 
how things have changed at the Lodatos’. Hurry!” 

Robin grabbed Michael’s hand and ran across 
the alley to the wide-open doors of the candle shop. 
Sounds of laughter met them as they went in, and 
they were soon pounced upon by Pilar, who 
started to lead them to the back room. Robin 
noticed Mr. Lodato waiting on some customers 
as she went through the shop. She tarried until 
he was free and then ran over to him. 

“Buenos dias, sefior,”’ she said. ““How are you 
this morning?’ 

“Very fine! Very good, senorita!’ he replied, 
bowing low. “No fire today like when you first 
come to my shop. Gracias a Dios! Everything 
fine now.” 

‘How did that fire start anyway?” Robin 
queried, her lively curiosity insisting that all the 
gaps in the mystery be filled. 
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“Who knows exactly how it started?” he re- 
plied, throwing up his hands. “‘All we know is 
some of the excelsior from one of the packing 
boxes got near the kiln when my wife open the 
door to take out a pot, and before we know it— 
poof—a fire!” 

“So that must have been the vase that got 
broken and thrown out!” Robin mused to herself. 
Then aloud she said, “Well, thank goodness you 
were able to put it out in a hurry before anyone 
was hurt. Now I must go and say hello to your 
wife. Adids, sefor!’’ 

Mrs. Lodato was sitting in the midst of Mindy, 
Kevin, Ramon, and several other young people. 
Everyone was talking at once, laughing and joking. 
Pilar edged her way through the crowd, trying 
to make herself heard above the clamor of voices. 
Finally Ramén’s mother, catching sight of Pilar, 
Robin, and Michael, held up her hands for silence. 

“This is our good friend!’ she said, grabbing 
Robin and kissing her on both cheeks. “Gracias 
a Dios! Thank heaven for such a friend!’ 

Robin was overwhelmed and pushed Michael 
in front of her to cover her embarrassment. It 
worked, for Mrs. Lodato, as soon as Ramén had 
told her who Michael was, began to heap thanks 
on him, too. 

“It was really Robin,’ Michael said, ‘‘but we’re 
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both glad to have everything turn out so well for 
you and your family.” 

“Everything will be A-okay!” Mrs. Lodato said 
with a laugh. “‘That’s what my boy say—A-okay!”’ 

“Mama wants you all to come here tonight 
after La Posada for a little party,” Ramon said. 
“We'll watch the breaking of the pifata and then 
come back here. Okay?” 

“‘A-okay!”” Michael cried. “See you later, 
Ramon! Thank you, Sefora Lodato! We’ll be here!” 

As they were leaving the candle shop Pilar 
had an inspiration. Why not dress up in Mexican 
costumes for Ramén’s party? She had dresses 
that would fit Mindy and Robin, and all the boys 
had to do was change to their dark-colored chinos 
and white shirts. Her father would give them some 
colorful sashes and wide-brimmed hats to wear. 
The idea appealed to everyone, so they hurried 
over to Pilar’s to pick up the costumes before 
going back to the motel. 

“Be sure and bring Manuela tonight,” Mrs. 
Diaz called out to them as they were leaving. 
“Maybe she and Pilar will play the castanets for 
us. Yes, Pilar?” 

*“‘Castanets!” Robin cried. “You didn’t tell us 
you could play them!” 

“Oh, I’m not that good,”’ Pilar replied modestly, 
“but if Manuela will play with me, Ill try.” 
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*“Oh, I know she will,’? Michael assured her. 
**Manuela’s always ready to join in when there’s 
a party.” 


It was a happy group that gathered at E/ Charro 
later that night. The café had closed early so Pilar’s 
parents could participate in the festivities. Her 
mother was dressed in a gorgeous Spanish dress, 
the. full skirt embellished with sequins, and on her 
head she wore, as did Manuela, a lovely black 
mantilla. 

They stood together at the edge of the Plaza 
to await the arrival of the procession which 
already was slowly making its way down the street. 
It was customary for the leader of La Posada to 
stop at one of the smaller puestos to ask, for the 
last time, for shelter, but tonight it was different. 
Word had quickly spread through the community 
about the Lodatos’ change of fortune, and no one 
was surprised when the procession came to a 
halt in front of the candle shop. 

This time, in answer to the knock, the doors 
were swung wide. All three Lodatos came out 
to welcome the pilgrims. 

“Enter, Mary, Queen of Heaven!” cried Seriora 
Lodato, lifting her hands high. 

“Enter, Holy Joseph, into this poor puesto!” 
Ramon and his father intoned together. 
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The little altar was borne into the shop, the 
candles flickering brightly, and was placed on a 
table where it would remain throughout the night. 

“‘Now for the pifiata!’’ Pilar cried. “See, the 
children are already gathered under it, and Papa 
is untying the rope!” 

Several children tried unsuccessfully to hit the 
big bird as it dipped and swayed. At last one 
very small boy, with a terrific wallop, managed 
to break it open, spilling out the candy and toys 
for all the youngsters to share. 

On the way back to the candle shop Robin, 
walking next to Pilar, managed to draw her a 
little apart from the others. 

“Pilar, it’s really none of my business,” she 
said, “but one little thing still has me puzzled 
about this whole business.” 

‘‘What’s that?” Pilar asked. “Don’t be afraid 
to ask.” 

‘*Well, you said Ramon had given you some- 
thing and you couldn’t tell us what it was,” Robin 
said. “I’ve sort of had the feeling it had something 
to do with the: mystery. Am I right?” 

“Yes, you are, Robin,”’ Pilar replied. “I couldn’t 
tell you, much as I wanted to, because I had 
promised, but now that everything is cleared up 
I can show you what it was. Ramon won’t care 
now, I know!” 
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Pilar pulled from under her blouse a little 
pendant which she wore on a silver chain around 
her neck. It was the same lovely gold color as 
the Greek amphora and the vase she had admired 
so much that night at Rancho Lucia, with a 
delicate blue design worked in the center. 

“TI know now that Ramén made this from the 
glaze they used on the pottery,” Pilar said, her 
eyes shining, “and now I can wear it where 
everyone can see it!” 


The party turned out to be one of the best 
Robin had ever attended. All the Lodatos’ friends 
dropped in to congratulate them and to meet Robin 
and her friends. Senor Diaz had seen to it that 
there was plenty of food, candy, and punch for 
the guests of his neighbor. After the introductions 
were over, Ramon brought out two guitars. 
Handing one to Kevin, he suggested they give 
the crowd some music. Pilar and Manuela soon 
joined them with their castanets, and others sang 
or clapped their hands to the lively tempo. 

Just before midnight, Senor Diaz called for 
silence, and standing on a stool so he could be 
heard, he made a charming little speech and 
offered a toast to Robin, Michael, and Mr. 
Abdullah. ‘‘I will always think of you, Robin, as 
La Poca Flama,” he said, “‘because, like a little 
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flame, you are bright, lovely to look at, and 
because you shed light in dark, mysterious corners.” 
Everyone cheered and lifted their glasses of punch. 
Then Senora Lodato, with tears in her eyes, gave 
to each of them a beautiful little ceramic vase. 

“So you will not forget your friends on Olvera 
Street,” she said softly. “Friends who will never 
forget you!” 

It was time for the midnight service in the 
Mission Church; time, too, Manuela reminded 
them, that they should be getting back to the 
motel. 

“The plane will be at the airport for us at eight,” 
she said, “so we must say good-bye!” 

“Felices Navidades! Merry Christmas! Good- 
bye!” 

The sounds of happy voices followed Robin and 
the others as they left Olvera Street, sounds they 
would remember for a long time to come. 


